ee 
Independent Journal 
of Burmese Scholarship 


Special Issue: 
Memories of Leaving the Myanmar Military 
Volume 1, August 2022 


ISSN 2518-5195 


o CC 
DI OO CS 
Independent Journal of 
Burmese Scholarship 


Volume 1 
August 2022 


Chiang Mai, Thailand 


Printed by Wanida Press 


This work is licensed under a Creative Commons 
Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International License 


From 1911 the Journal of the Burma Research Society (JBRS) cov- 
ered virtually all subjects pertaining to Burma and functioned 
as a serious publication for all enthusiasts—archaeologists, lin- 
guists, historians, epigraphers, ethnographers, art historians 
and more, until it was shut down by the Myanmar military in 
1980.In 2011 on the eve of what was to become a momentous 
decade of social and political change in Myanmar, an organizing 
committee of seven Burmese and three Western scholars met at 
Yale University with a mission to reestablish the JBRS for Bur- 
mese scholars in the humanities and social sciences. The new In- 
dependent Journal of Burmese Scholarship (IJBS) was convened 
with “independent” in its title to emphasize its total independ- 
ence from any government agency or body in Burma or abroad. 

The organizing committee soon added six members based in 
Burma and began hosting thematic workshops and publishing 
issues with funds raised by Yale University, the Open Society 
Foundations, and the Luce Foundation. Our journal issues, like 
our website, make every effort to be bilingual in both English 
and Burmese. Our mission is to provide a forum for incisive pub- 
lications that contribute to the knowledge of and in Myanmar, 
with a preference for open access, accessibility and readability 
over paywalls, esoteric prose and dense theorization. In order to 
remain fully independent and publish more fully without fear or 
favor, the IJBS moved its base of operations outside of Myanmar, 
to the Regional Center for Social Science and Sustainable Devel- 
opment at Chiang Mai University, Thailand, after the 1 February 
2021 military coup. 


Issues are also published online in PDF and HTML format with 
digital hyperlinks and footnotes. 


Find us online at: https://ijbs.online 


PENMEEDL CH 


o 
o 


d 


Hi 


? 


qpso Journal of the Burma Research Society 


°° 
o 


9260020$3290€ 


L 


` 


| Tu 


Lo 


Q 


CG 20GOOOO 


o 


sapsw Independent Journal of 


s I 


92220602202 


$ 


b 


Scholarship 


(0910122009) 


E8[ogdloo—51 
PPPS op 


(JBS) o» 00996000 
Au? 2960009 
o L 


€ C 
CQOICOUGCIID b 


Burmese 
C 
O 


c 
C 


c 
:o5 [ac 
Son 
Eon 


009 


o 
o 


° 
o 32600 
Sen 
POPPE! 320 


° 


°° 
o 


c 
° 
(012700700109) 


c co la 
E secs 
I Open Society Foundation sc 


¿328P 


c 
C 


c 
C mangden 
0012100709) 


c 


Luce Foundation 


o 
o 


c 


i $2200 


° MOM 


N 
esg:ess9qp 


“3J 
3. 
og 
um 
"d 
E 9 
c “Q 
oS 2 
9 = 
x D 
o 8 
ÉS Ch 
6 Cug— 
8^ c3) 
(9j 
a og 
“2 uD 
a o 
e “8 
og" Q9 


e(9326q:32220: 


o 
o 


GOOD 0022 


p i 


j 


60:09 qo5go5o 


c 


c 


o 
o 


6 


o 
o 


oc 


c 


c c 


S 9 m 00020000 32200722060 


dE 


c 
GOUGNO 


Í 
Joye 998 


$i 


(5070912100709) 


$ 


b 


Solo ón 


O CN 
OND 


L 


° 


egrelg 


o 
o 


c 
C 


Advisory Board: 


Bo Bo Lansin 
Ma Thida 
James Scott 
Michael Charney 
Soe Myint Aung 
Tun Myint 
U Saw Tun 


Issue Artwork: 


Kuecool 


About the Authors 


The eighteen CDM participants who generously shared their 
stories for this special issue come from a range of backgrounds 
and are contextualized in the issue's introduction. They face un- 
certain futures and at least one contributor has already passed 
away since telling their tale. All CDM soldiers continue to be at 
risk and the IJBS is very grateful for their contributions. 


Helene Maria Kyed is senior researcher and head of the re- 
search unit, Peace and Violence at the Danish Institute for Inter- 
national Studies (DIIS) in Copenhagen and has been engaged in 
a digital ethnography on defections in Myanmar since 2021. She 
is an anthropologist by training and has done extensive ethno- 
graphic research on, as well as publishing on, security and jus- 
tice related issues in Mozambique, Swaziland, and Myanmar, fo- 
cusing on theoretical questions of violence, sovereignty and le- 
gal pluralism. From 2015 to 2021, Kyed coordinated a collabora- 
tive research project on Everyday Justice and Security in Myan- 
mar (Everjust) and is currently engaged in a project on the cli- 
mate-conflict nexus in the border regions of Myanmar. Helene 
edited Everyday Justice in Myanmar: Informal Resolutions and State 
Evasion in a Time of Contested Transition (2020, NIAS Press) and was 
the co-editor of the second ever issue of IJBS, “Everyday Justice 
in Myanmar” (2018). 


Michael W. Charney is Professor of Asian and Military History 
at both the Center for International Studies and Diplomacy and 
the Department of History at SOAS, University of London. He has 
worked on the history of Myanmar, and particularly Rakhine 
State (Arakan), for thirty years and is the author of four mono- 
graphs on the history of the country. He is also on the Board of 
Directors of the INGO, Forces for Renewal for Southeast Asia. 


Table of Contents 


Introduction to the Special Issue: 
Soldier Defections Since The 2021 Military Coup 


Ç c S Oo c € € 

INNEN SOM Jo J2 350 
c c oc coc € € N 
O2006GO072322C072200$9G $2 O20C$ $o2opoqpsel 

JL L 
c € c € c 
Oe Zeg Bareer ércooe ° 
J O lO JL 


Helene Maria Kyed 


The Rise of the Military in Myanmar and What Comes Next: 


The Decline of a Military Machine? 
Ç C C N o, C € C € 
[g$00móscone o3:ooo5eso2oc[gécoooesoo5 


€ € ON € El N ° c 8 O 
2298008 [8óoo5có—cJoeScosooj:[o3:e1 AMD, 


ER € © 8 
Bsonpdes[gcon: 
Michael W. Charney 


The Memoirs 


Moe Nyo 
o, O 
GET 

Nwe Oo 
9 
egs: 

Yay Khal 
eq3 

Zwe Man 
$e 


33 


96 


113 


148 
152 


159 
164 


171 
176 


184 
188 


Yin Le Le Htun 
E ` ` c 
APRO: 
Hla Min Kyaw 
c c 
Veep 
Thuza Lwin 
Oe 
IL O 
Aung Zaya 
esnócea| 
Cherry 
Co 
Ywa 
Aung Ko Ko 


CO o 
EIIEMMN 


Aung Myo Thant 
esca OS 
Kaung Htet Aung 
Goo»6:000563206 
Moe Zet 
O € 
Sem 
Master Black 
620000 2000058 
Htin Shar 
CGP: 
Phyo Win Aung 
O c c 
(gg o6:63206 
Ye Yint Thwe 
bso: 
Htet Naing Aung 

coc c 
co05866320C 


194 
199 


207 
212 


220 
226 


235 
240 


247 
253 


262 
266 


271 
276 


284 
288 


294 
298 


303 
307 


313 
318 


326 
333 


345 
349 


355 
360 


1 | Helene Maria Kyed 


Introduction to the Special Issue: 
Soldier Defections Since the 2021 Military Coup 


Helene Maria Kyed 


The main duty of the military is to protect the country but 
in Myanmar, they kill the people and always try to rule the 
country. I do not want to be hated by the people. That is why 
I chose to stand on the people's side. Killing the people is like 
killing my family members." 


- Ex-sergeant Yin Le Le Htun. 


The above perspective from just one of an estimated 2,600-3,000 
soldiers who have left the Myanmar military to join the “peo- 
ple's side” and oppose the military coup of 1 February 2021.? 
Since the first killings of unarmed civilian protesters soon after 
the coup, more and more soldiers have risked their lives and 
those of their family members to join the Civil Disobedience 
Movement (CDM), along with teachers, doctors, policemen and 
others who refuse to work under military leadership.* These 
CDM soldiers, who commonly identify as “people’s soldiers” 
(pyithusitthar), are part of the broader revolution aimed at 


“This was spoken during an online debate featuring soldiers participating in 
the CDM, organized by People’s Embrace, one of the two main CDM soldier 
groups (Yin Le Le Htun, 2021). 

“While the exact number of CDM soldiers is unclear, support groups estimate 
the total to have grown from around 300 soldiers in May 2021 to 800 in June 
2021, 1,500-2,000 in October 2021 and then to a total of 2,600-3,000 in May 
2022. These numbers reflect military personnel who purposefully joined the 
CDM and who are now registered as CDM soldiers with the National Unity 
Government (NUG) and does not include those who left the military without 
registering with the NUG. For more on defection numbers after the coup, see 
“Around 1,500’ soldiers”, 2021; Conrad & Bayer, 2021; People’s Embrace, 
2021; “Roughly 800 soldiers”, 2021. 

? Police officers have also deserted and defected since the coup (Kyed & Nyan 
Corridor, 2021). 
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toppling military power and creating a new society in Myanmar. 
They are not simply ‘deserters’ (tat pyay)* who have run away 
from the military but are ‘defectors’ (pat pyaung lar thu)? who 
have deliberately sided with the people against the institution 
to which they spent years, in some cases most of their lives, 
working for. 

In this special issue, published in an entirely bilingual Bur- 
mese edition, Yin Le Le Htun and other defectors and spouses of 
CDM soldiers tell their stories of why and how they left the mil- 
itary. They joined the People’s Soldiers, one of the two main 
CDM soldier groups—along with People’s Embrace—which since 
May 2021 have mobilized and aided new defectors through in- 
tensive online campaigns and material and logistical support.‘ 
Some of them were helped by these groups to flee to safety and 
‘liberated areas’ under the control of ethnic armed organiza- 
tions (EAOs). Their stories reveal deep moral disgust, shame, and 
anger towards a military organization that is “killing its own 
people” rather than protecting them. They left because they re- 
fused to enact and be complicit in the violent crackdowns, tor- 
ture, and killings being inflicted on the public by the military’s 
security forces after the coup. They also felt demoralized and 
victimized by a military system saturated with internal abuses, 
deprivations and brainwashing. This system has a long history 
in Myanmar, but in the eyes of defectors, it has only worsened 
after the coup. Anger towards a military leadership described as 
unjust, corrupt, self-interested, lacking popular legitimacy, and 
creating a split between soldiers and civilians, has catalyzed not 
only desertions, but defections to the people’s side. 


* A common designation for deserters that translates to “military runaway”. 
° An uncommon translation of the English term: “a person who changes 
sides”. It is more common for Burmese people to use the terms CDM soldier 
or people’s soldier to describe defectors after the coup. 

° People’s Soldiers was established as a Facebook group on 16 May 2021 and 
changed its name to People’s Goal in January 2022 to signal that it is run not 
only by ex-soldiers, but also by civilian activists. People’s Embrace was 
established on 17 May 2021 and became connected with the NUG. For more 
on the formation and work of these groups, see Kyed & Ah Lynn, 2021. 
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As reflected in this issue's memoirs, post-coup defections in 
Myanmar began largely as one-off individual departures from 
disparate military sectors. But as some who left the military be- 
gan to go public, declaring their identification with the CDM and 
the people’s resistance, defection gradually developed into an 
explicit revolutionary strategy. Supported by pro-democracy 
activists and later by the NUG’ and EAOs like the Karen National 
Union (KNU), defection is now considered one of the three pil- 
lars of the Spring Revolution—a common term used for the peo- 
ple’s struggle against the military regime. Alongside civilian 
protests and armed resistance, the defection pillar centers on 
making the military collapse from within and from below, by 
getting more and more soldiers and other security force person- 
nel, such as police, to leave or engage in civil disobedience.? Mil- 
itary disintegration could enable the anti-coup resistance move- 
ment to guide Myanmar onto a genuinely federal democratic 
path.” This prospect is supported by comparative research into 
civil-military relations, which shows that military defections or 
mutinies have historically been a key factor in the success of 
revolutions and pro-democracy popular uprisings against au- 
thoritarian regimes. Marcos Degaut even goes so far as to argue 


7 On 16 April 2021 the NUG declared itself the legitimate government of 
Myanmar, formed by members of the Committee Representing Pyidaungsu 
Hluttaw, which is comprised of National League for Democracy (NLD) 
members elected to parliament in the 2020 general elections and prevented 
from forming government, but lucky enough to avoid or escape immediate 
military detention. NUG ministers are a mixture of NLD members and others 
who represent ethnic minority groups and civilian activists. The NUG is 
supposed to be advised by the National Unity Consultative Council, which has 
members from EAOs, strike committees, labor unions and civil society 
organizations (Thawnghmung, 2021; “Who’s Who”, 2021). 

$ Civilian defection activist, personal communication, May 23, 2022. Also see 
Tun Myint & Scott, 2021. 

? On the People's Soldiers website, defection is key to winning the revolution 
with the least amount of bloodshed: “Only when the national soldiers of 
Myanmar stand for justice and join the people will this revolution have the 
least blood spilled, and highest chance of victory” (People’s Solders, 2021). 
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that defections of a regime's armed forces are a necessary con- 
dition for pro-democratic regime transition.” 

It is impossible to predict the level of defection and internal 
disobedience needed for military regime collapse using only ex- 
isting theories and comparative studies. Contextual and histori- 
cally specific factors matter greatly. In the case of Myanmar, the 
effect of defections on reversing the coup would arguably de- 
pend on their interaction with wider developments in the civil- 
ian resistance, which since May 2021 has evolved from civilian 
protests and strikes to encompass a government in exile—the 
NUG—and growing armed resistance by anti-coup EAOs, Peo- 
ple’s Defense Forces (PDFs), which are aligned with the NUG, and 
Local Defense Forces (LDFs), across the country." The historical 
legacy of the Myanmar military is also important to consider in 
any discussion of defection as a pillar in the revolution. As Mi- 
chael Charney discusses in this journal issue, the Myanmar mil- 
itary is not simply an army, but is an organization that held cen- 
tral state power for 50 years (1962-2011), and which during 2011- 
2021 continued to employ a comprehensive ideological propa- 
ganda apparatus and exert significant political and economic 
power, including exclusive control of key government minis- 
tries. It is also highly cohesive, keeping soldiers and officers (and 
their families) socially, economically, and mentally tied to the 
military. 

At the time of writing in August 2022 the number of CDM 
soldiers does not compare favorably with the estimated 300,000- 
350,000 strong Myanmar military,” and the leadership of the 


1° Degaut, 2019. Also see Anisin, 2020, and Nepstad, 2011. 

!! PDFs were recognized by the NUG on 9 May 2021 and many allied with the 
exile government, accepting NUG command and control, while some 
remained independent; I refer to this remainder as LDFs. The estimated 
number of PDFs and LDFs is 400, totaling around 100,000 members. Also see 
Ye Myo Hein, 2022. 

12 The number of combat-ready soldiers is approximately 100,000 (People’s 
Goal activist, personal communication, May 23, 2022). On the approximate 
size of the military as a whole, see Selth, 2021a, and Ye Myo Hein, 2021. 
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military junta, the State Administrative Council (SAC),? has 
shown no discernible sign of resignation or change of course 
from their apparent unified intent on waging war against the 
people at all costs. Nevertheless, the defections suggest that a 
lack of schisms at the top is increasingly counterbalanced by in- 
ternal splits and acts of defiance at the bottom of the military 
hierarchy. Defection arguably constitutes a significant symbolic 
blow to the military’s internal cohesion and legitimacy. The 
stringent tightening of strategies to prevent military troops 
from defecting after the coup also suggests that the military 
leadership views defections as a serious threat to maintaining 
its power on the battlefield and to its appearance of unity. On 
this threat, one of the most outspoken defectors, Nyi Thuta, ex- 
pressed: “The generals’ worst nightmare is our greatest dream: 
to see the people and the soldiers be united”. This unity of peo- 
ple and soldiers has been strengthened by the CDM movement 
and the support provided to the armed resistance movement by 
some CDM soldiers, either by directly joining PDFs, by training 
them or by providing intelligence based on their knowledge of 
and connections with the military. Such support bolsters the 
armed resistance in an otherwise asymmetrical battlefield 
where the military has superiority in airpower, armor and 


? The military adopted the term SAC to refer to its rule after the 1 February 
2021 coup. The SAC has both military and civilian members. Most people in 
Myanmar and commentators now use the term SAC when referring to the 
military junta, rather than the term tatmadaw, which has often been used as 
a vernacular term for the trident of armed forces, including the army, navy 
and air force (Selth, 2021b). After the coup many no longer use the term 
tatmadaw, as it literally means ‘royal armed force’, and the term ‘royal’ has 
connotations of glory, status and honor. Many now prefer to use the basic 
terms sit tat for military and sit thar for soldiers (anonymous revolutionaries, 
personal communications, July 5, 2022). Also see Desmond, 2022. 

14 Kyed & Ah Lynn, 2021. 

5 Nyi Thuta, 2021b. 

' Anonymous CDM soldier, personal communication, October 1, 2021. On the 
complex relationship between defections and the civilian armed resistance 
see Kyed & Ah Lynn, 2021, pp. 53-60. 


Helene Maria Kyed | 6 


artillery, but where it is increasingly “suffering from over- 
stretch and low morale"." 

The degree to which CDM soldiers have organized them- 
selves and aligned with an anti-coup, pro-democracy opposition 
to the military is unprecedented in Myanmar’s long history of 
military rule.'* While soldiers have deserted from the military 
for decades,” this has never led to the development of organized 
defector groups like we see today. These groups are an outcome 
of the development of a historically large, broad, and incredibly 
resilient revolutionary movement that, despite facing chal- 
lenges regarding unity, spans across many ethnic, religious, ge- 
ographical and class-based divisions prevalent in Myanmar so- 
ciety.” The CDM, as a large and highly popular movement span- 
ning various public sectors, has constituted a significant exit op- 
tion for soldiers, providing them with an avenue for joining the 
people and for gaining moral relief and support. 

Internet access and 4G telecommunications networks grew 
widespread in Myanmar from 2014 on and have been crucial in 
facilitating these CDM soldier groups to form, mobilize and sup- 
port soldiers to escape from their service.” The CDM soldier 
groups have made use of a plethora of social media platforms, 
YouTube, Zoom, encrypted messaging apps, and the independ- 
ent media to wage intelligent and pervasive campaigns both to 
convince the public to welcome defectors and to compel in-ser- 
vice soldiers to change their perspective. These activities, along- 
side material and logistic support, could prove decisive in in- 
creasing the numbers of defections to a scale that challenges the 
military’s overall integrity. 


" Ye Myo Hein & Myers, 2022. For more see Choudhury, 2021. 

18 “Atrocious Myanmar", 2021. 

* Sai Latt, 2016. Nakanishi reports 2,000-5,000 desertions per year during the 
1960s, due to insufficient equipment and frequent salary arrears during counter- 
insurgency operations in border areas; desertions continued up to and during the 
political crises in 1988 and 2007, but never resulted in large-scale mutinies or 
schisms that significantly undermined military strength (2013). 

? Kyed, 2021; Thawnghmung & Khun Noah, 2021; Yamahata, 2022. 

? Civilian defection activist, personal communication, May 23, 2022. 
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But rather than focusing intently on CDM soldier organiza- 
tional strategy and quantitative benchmarks, this special jour- 
nal issue explores qualitative questions of how and why soldiers 
leave the military, what obstacles they face in doing so and how 
defection interacts with the wider revolutionary movement. It 
does so by relying on personal voices and reflections in the form 
of eighteen memoirs ghost-written into narrative form from in- 
terviews with fifteen military personnel, and three military 
spouses, who escaped the military between February and No- 
vember 2021.2 

The interviews were conducted in late 2021 with associates 
of the People's Soldiers group who have decided to speak openly 
about joining the CDM and who in one way or another are ac- 
tively engaged in supporting the revolution, e.g., by mobilizing 
more defectors, getting intelligence from military insiders, 
providing material support for CDM soldier families, or actively 
fighting the military in combat. In that way they differ from sol- 
diers who have left the army quietly and whose voices we are 
unfamiliar with. Reflecting a general pattern that CDM soldiers 
have tended to be younger and of lower rank, those represented 
inthis issue are mostly between the age of 25 and 35, and ranked 
below major.? Most of them belong to the Bama majority group, 
reflecting the general composition of the Myanmar military, and 
there is a mixture of defectors with and without a military fam- 
ily background. While most of the memoirs are based on inter- 
views with defectors from the navy, air force, and Light Infantry 
Battalions/Divisions, defectors since the coup have come from a 
wide variety of sectors (information/public relations, military 
equipment, combat units, weapons production, investigation 
units, medical units, military academies etc.). This variety shows 
that while defectors tend to be young and lower ranked, 


? The names in this issue's memoirs are those the participants choose to be 
identified by and may or may not be their real names. 

? See Kyed & Ah Lynn, 2021. Since that report was written at least three bat- 
talion commanders have joined the CDM. These higher-ranking defectors 
have been linked to the Australian government's granting of asylum to CDM 
soldiers (Min Min, 2022). 
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defection is a broad-based movement that cuts across army sec- 
tors and ethnic and family affiliations, which suggests that per- 
sonal convictions and experiences play a significant role in mo- 
tivating defection. This is reflected in the memoirs in this issue, 
which provide powerful insights into the personal choices, sac- 
rifices and rewards associated with defection by the soldiers 
themselves and by their family members. 

In the remainder of this introduction, I embed the personal 
insights provided by the memoirs in this issue within a broader 
analysis of defection motivations and obstacles, which is shaped 
by a digital ethnography Ah Lynn and I conducted between May 
2021 and June 2022. 


Choices and Reasons 


Moral disgust and feelings of anger and shame towards military 
violence against civilians, and a refusal to engage in such vio- 
lence or be complicit in it, was the most strongly articulated rea- 
son for defecting in the first months after the coup. It is there- 
fore unsurprising that the first significant wave of defections 
took place in the days and weeks after Armed Forces Day on 27 
March 2021, which saw the highest number of civilian casualties 
since the coup. The killings made soldiers feel sick, as vividly de- 
scribed in the memoirs by Master Black and Aung Zaya, two sol- 
diers who were ordered to participate in violent crackdowns on 
unarmed protesters. But this revulsion was also felt by those 
who were in the barracks or doing office work and receiving the 
news of the killings on social media or from friends and family 
members. For Yin Le Le Htun and other defectors, the moral rea- 
son to escape from the military is lacking the will to “kill our 
own people” and a sense that the supposed purpose of the mili- 
tary, e.g., to protect the people, has been betrayed. 

Defection reflects a deep demoralization and embarrass- 
ment with the military organization. It is also conveyed as a per- 
sonal reaction to the loss of self-esteem and worth as a soldier. 
Central here is the divide between “the military” and “the people”, 
a gulf which has grown deeper and deeper as the military’s 
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responses to pervasive civilian resistance have become more 
and more brutal. This, I suggest, has shaped the motivation to 
not simply leave, but to defect and deliberately join the ‘people’s 
side’. To defect is here a way to become a ‘good citizen’ or ‘good 
people’s soldier’, loved and respected by the people. 

Several of the memoirs in this issue also emphasize how a 
feeling of being hated by the people and fears of being socially 
punished, looked down upon and discriminated against, have 
formed part of the choice to defect. Cherry, the wife of a CDM 
soldier, initially did not want her husband to defect out of fear 
for her family’s security. She recounts in her memoir how awful 
her husband felt, telling her that people were spitting on sol- 
diers in uniform and viewing them as outcasts. She came to see 
how her husband joining the CDM was actually a way to save 
their children from being discriminated against and “cloistered 
away from society". 

More explicit political motivations—in addition to the 
moral concerns surrounding violence—have also informed some 
soldiers' choices to leave the military. This is expressed in dis- 
approval of the unlawful seizure of power and ousting of the 
elected government as well as in disbelief of the military leader- 
ships' allegations of electoral fraud, which it used to justify the 
coup. CDM soldiers have given testimonies of how the military 
instigated its own fraud, either by denying soldiers their right 
to vote or by pressuring them to vote for the military-proxy Un- 
ion Solidarity and Development Party (USDP),? as Master Black, 
Hla Min Kyaw and Aung Myo Thant all explain in their memoirs. 


? The resentment people feel towards soldiers is evident in various forms of 
non-violent social punishment. Many people boycott businesses owned by 
soldiers and their families and refuse to sell products to them. Soldiers are 
also mocked on social media, called cowards, military dogs and worse, and 
when they meet people on the street they are often met with barely 
concealed disgust (Dakkha, 2021). 

3 The USDP was formed by ex-generals prior to the criticized 2010 elections, 
which it won handily. The USDP suffered huge losses when the NLD began 
participating in elections from the 2012 byelections onwards. The NLD won 
the 2015 and 2020 national elections convincingly; both were judged by 
independent observers to be largely free and fair. 
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Although political motivations for defection exist among CDM 
soldiers, particularly those who declare support for Aung San 
Suu Kyi and the NLD, they also extend to a more generalized cri- 
tique of the military leadership that is independent of party-po- 
litical affiliation. Resentment and anger towards the leadership 
for being corrupt, power crazy, and serving their own economic 
interests at the expense of the people—and therefore at the ex- 
pense of the military organization’s legitimacy itself—form part 
of this critique. Defection here is a refusal to serve as a soldier 
for the simple benefit of “the dictator, Min Aung Hlaing [who is] 
only working for his own benefit and does not care about the 
development of the country”, as Zwe Man accounts in this issue. 
It becomes a way to escape an unjust and politically illegitimate 
institution, irrespective of whether one supports a particular 
political party. 

Outspoken CDM soldier Captain Nyi Thuta, who was one of 
the founders of the People’s Soldier group, describes defection 
as based on a shared experience of violation and a collective 
sense of victimhood with the people: “Defecting does not mean 
you work for the other side or other parties. The main thing is 
to oppose the military junta that does injustices”.* He added 
elsewhere that “human rights violations are happening to sol- 
diers. And ... the people and the ethnic people are being violated 
by the military. So we are all victims ... this battle (is) a collective 
struggle for all the victims to fight back ... this struggle is not 
only for the people but also for the soldiers and their wives who 
are being oppressed by the military.”” 

The military’s internal oppression and inhumane treatment 
of its own soldiers is also highlighted in this issue. This is em- 
bedded in a deeper critique of the military system that existed 
prior to the coup, whereas the moral condemnation of violence 
against civilians is primarily linked to military actions after the 
coup. CDM soldiers provide accounts of internal abuses and vio- 
lence meted out on the bodies of lower-ranking soldiers, and 


26 In a Facebook post, since deleted (Nyi Thuta, 2021a). 
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they speak about forced recruitment, restrictions on movement, 
unjust promotions, and economic exploitation, like forced sal- 
ary deductions to pay ‘shares’ in military-owned companies, and 
the treatment of soldiers’ wives as slaves. Yay Khal explains that 
he was even refused to visit his dying parents and withdraw his 
savings to care for their health. Cherry, the wife of a CDM sol- 
dier, tells how she was forced to do ‘voluntary labor’ but was re- 
fused any financial assistance to pay for post-natal surgery that 
cost more than a year of her husband's salary. Defectors also 
convey how the military leadership disregards the lives of the 
soldiers, insults the injured and disabled, and refuses to hand 
over the bodies of dead soldiers to their family members. Cap- 
tain Zarni Aung said in a People's Soldier talk show, “there are 
no human rights and no humanitarianism in the army. The lives 
of soldiers are not valued”.” Or as Moe Zet says in his memoir: 
“They [the military leadership] don't give a damn about us!” De- 
fecting from this system can here be seen as an act of escaping 
exploitation and inhumane treatment, often described retro- 
spectively by defectors as a form of liberation and feeling free. 
As evident in some of the memoirs in this issue, the rupture 
caused by the coup and the possibility of becoming a CDM sol- 
dier provide a moment and space to opt out for those soldiers 
who felt enslaved even prior to the coup. 

Since the escalation of armed resistance from May 2021, it 
appears that not only has internal exploitation increased within 
the military, but so has the fatigue and fear felt by soldiers. The 
military's intensified fighting with resistance forces has shaped 
the reasons for defecting and presented pragmatic choices re- 
lated to combat fatigue and fear of death.” After the NUG's dec- 
laration of a people's defensive war on 7 September 2021, even 
more PDFs and LDFs mushroomed across the country, including 
in Bama majority areas where many Myanmar military recruits 
are often from. The anti-coup resistance forces engage in armed 
defense of civilians and attack military targets and personnel, 


? Democratic Voice of Burma, 2021a. Thank you to Ah Lynn for translation 
assistance. 
2 For more here see Kyed €: Ah Lynn, 2021, pp. 53-60. 
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sometimes in combined forces with EAOs, many of which also 
protect CDM members—including soldiers.* The military has re- 
sponded with extreme violent retaliation, including air strikes, 
shelling and the arson of entire villages, some of which are also 
the hometowns of soldiers, as Hla Min Kyaw notes in his memoir 
in this issue. With so many fronts to fight on, the military's com- 
bat units are stretched, and even though it has superior fire- 
power to the PDFs, it has suffered significant casualties.” One 
soldier, who escaped the military only very recently, explained 
about the situation online: “the combat troops ... are getting 
tired of war because they have been so long on the front lines 
(and) are no longer allowed to take rest”. He added that military 
personnel who used to have office or training duties are being 
forced into security duties in towns and cities, because all com- 
bat troops have been moved to the ‘jungle’ to fight: “since then, 
all military personnel have become busy day and night without 
getting rest. They cannot eat and sleep well. Also, many soldiers 
have been killed in battle ... the rest have become demotivated 
and disappointed."? Sergeant Min Thura added that "the junta 
soldiers are emotionally demotivated because they do not know 
what they are fighting for. Even if they die in battle no one will 
have sympathy for them.”* 


? For a comprehensive overview and analysis of the armed resistance to the 
military, see Ye Myo Hein, 2022. 

?! According to the NUG in August 2022, more than 18,000 soldiers from the 
Myanmar military have been killed by EAOs and PDF/LDFs since the coup 
("Myanmar's Civilian Government", 2022). Anecdotal evidence and testimo- 
nies from defectors also suggest that the military is finding it hard to re- 
cruit ("Myanmar Military Struggling", 2021). The military has made it com- 
pulsory for children of soldiers aged 15 and above to take military training, 
as an effort to build up reserves ("Myanmar Regime Makes", 2021). A BBC 
article, based on various interviews with defectors, also notes that the mili- 
tary is increasingly hiring soldiers and militias to aid its troops (Attwood et 
al., 2022). On pro-junta militias in just one part of the country, see Human 
Rights Foundation of Monland, 2022. 
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These conditions within the military help to explain why an 
increasing number of combat unit soldiers have defected during 
2022, including three frontline battalion commanders. One of 
the civilian activists who aids the People's Soldier/Goal group 
defines these latecomer defectors as part of a ‘third wave’ of de- 
fections.* Unlike the first wave of soldiers joining CDM, which 
came shortly after the first killings of civilian protesters, and the 
second wave, beginning with the escalated fighting against 
PDFs, the third wave of defectors accounts for those who en- 
dured post-coup military atrocities for a year or more. While 
moral concerns surrounding military violence cannot be ex- 
cluded as motivations for these more recent defections, accord- 
ing to the same activist they tend to be driven primarily by com- 
bat fatigue and self-interest in the form of fears for their own 
and their family’s safety.” A growing disbelief in the military’s 
capacity to defeat or repress the armed resistance also seems to 
influence the choice of third-wave defectors, as related by Cor- 
poral Aung, who escaped the military in mid-2022. Testifying to 
having participated in killings and burnings of villages, he told 
a BBC reporter: “If I thought the military would win in the long 
term, I wouldn't have switched sides to the people". He ex- 
plained that soldiers do not dare to leave their base alone as they 
are worried they will be killed by PDF members. "Wherever we 
go, we can only go with a military column. No one can say that 
we are dominating," he said.” 

For third-wave defectors who join the CDM and possibly be- 
come active in the CDM soldier groups, moral and political rea- 
sons for leaving the military can develop retrospectively. Yet it 
is significant to note that pragmatic factors like means of sur- 
vival, personal/family security, and fear of defeat and of losing 
future benefits form part of a complex interplay of reasons to 
defect." These factors equally inform the hard choices that 


% Civilian activist in People's Goal, personal communication, May 23, 2022. 

? Ibid. 

3$ Attwood et al., 2022. 

7 The coexistence and overlap of various defection motives is not particular 
to Myanmar's current situation (Albrecht, 2019, p. 305). 
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soldiers and their families make when deciding to stay in or 
leave from the military. 


Sacrifices and Rewards 


Defection involves extreme security risks and sacrifices that not 
only affect the individual soldier who decides to leave, but also 
his or her family. The memoirs in this issue show how family 
relationships are crucial to both thwarting and motivating de- 
fections. They also affect how such decisions are negotiated. 
Cherry explains in this issue how she at first tried to prevent her 
husband from defecting, even though she was unhappy with life 
in the military and supported the NLD. She worried about the 
safety of her husband and the discrimination that his defection 
would cause their four children to suffer in the military com- 
pound. It is easier for a single soldier to escape the military, but 
even for singles, this can mean breaking one's relationship to a 
mother, father, brother, or intimate partner who remains 
within or loyal to the military. CDM soldiers often cut contact 
with family to protect them from being targeted and harassed 
by the military (following the adage, “what they don't know, 
can't hurt them”), as military officers often threaten CDM sol- 
diers' family members in their communities. 

Different to Cherry is another female spouse, Nwe Oo, whose 
experience shows that wives can be important to facilitating de- 
fections, and that they often continue their work after reaching 
liberated areas, keeping in contact with spouses of in-service 
soldiers.” Living outside the army barracks, Nwe Oo was able to 
convince her fiancé to defect by sending him the news of mili- 
tary atrocities that he was barred from viewing within the bar- 
racks. From the outside, she was also able to better organize his 
escape route. It also helped that she refused to marry him if he 


% People's Soldiers also formed a Wives of People's Soldiers Group in October 
2021. This group is run by CDM soldier wives to help mobilize defections by 
appealing to and contacting the wives of in-service soldiers. It also works as 
a support group for families of defectors in the liberated areas (Kyed & Ah 
Lynn, 2021, p. 45). Also see Min Ye Kyaw & Parry, 2022. 
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did not leave. This was not without sacrifices—she had to give 
up her job and disconnect from her own family to keep her new 
husband safe. Soldiers must leave most if not all their personal 
belongings behind when they escape, including their salary sav- 
ings, and they face extreme security risks and financial costs on 
their way to relative safety in liberated EAO areas that have 
agreed to give CDM soldiers protection, such as those adminis- 
trated by the KNU. 

Military officers actively obstruct, smear and track down 
defectors. In her memoir, Thuza Lwin, the wife of the first 
known major to defect after the coup, who herself grew up in 
the military barracks, painfully explains how the military dis- 
seminated pictures of her family with the message that her hus- 
band murders people, putting her and her two children in severe 
danger. She was lucky to finally escape, shepherding her chil- 
dren across a conflict zone, and joining her husband in a KNU 
area. Her sacrifices were high, but she does not regret them. Her 
husband has incurred injuries in the revolutionary armed forces 
and her son keeps asking if they are now poor because they live 
in harder conditions outside the military compound. But she 
feels proud of her husband and is happy to now be loved and 
respected by the people. While she lives without security and 
must occasionally flee from conflict, she claims to feel safer than 
the in-service soldier spouses she is still in contact with and who 
she encourages to leave. 

The hard decisions and sacrifices that CDM soldiers and 
their families face, both emotionally and in relation to practical 
and material difficulties associated with leaving the military, are 
undeniable, and not always surmountable. For many soldiers 
who desire to escape the military, the risks are too great. As 
noted by one sergeant from Chin state, the military has imposed 
severe restrictions on leaving bases and the security of the fam- 
ily is crucial: “They do not dare to join the CDM (because they 
fear that) their families will be detained ... be beaten, tortured 
or killed. It is (the military's) way of controlling us”. He further 
explained that many soldiers are unaware of how to leave and 
where to go. He claims to know of three soldiers who committed 
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suicide as an escape. To join the CDM, he explained, requires a 
“fervent desire to oppose the military dictatorship ... if they 
have it, they will be ready to face any situation.” ” Even for those 
who are unhappy with their lives in the military, moral concerns 
and internal oppression may not be sufficient to push them to 
leave. They need assistance, encouragement, and assurances of 
present and future rewards. 

The CDM soldier groups have been impressive in trying to 
meet such demands, appealing both to moral and pragmatic 
concerns among soldiers. As this issue's memoirs evidence, 
these groups have actively aided soldiers to defect and find es- 
cape routes, while also providing them with material and logis- 
tical support—later including educational and health support— 
as they reach more secure residences.” Importantly, they also 
constitute organizations providing solidarity, offering soldiers 
who escape from the military new identities and the possibility 
of a formalized role as a participant in the revolution. This is 
forged through various online activities, like postings on social 
media sites and Zoom or Facebook video debates where defec- 
tors share their views of the personal rewards that leaving the 
army yields. CDM soldier organizations also engage in weekly 
dialogues with various pro-democracy actors on topics such as 
military human rights violations, the oppression of soldiers 
within and by the military, federal democracy, and transitional 
justice, all topics that provide defectors with an opportunity to 
contribute their expertise and carve out a space in the revolu- 
tion, while simultaneously encouraging others to join the CDM. 

To boost their efforts at supporting soldiers who leave the 
military and encourage more to join their organizations, the 
CDM soldier groups continuously lobby the NUG. They also rely 
on EAOs’ willingness to welcome defectors. The KNU’s Brigade 


32 Chinland Defense Force, 2021. 

* Support for CDM soldiers is funded by private donations which are 
advertised online. On the People's Soldiers website, one such request is 
accompanied by the message: “Support Defections. Save Lives. The defections 
movement is a non-violent strategy that will ensure that the Spring 
Revolution will be won with least bloodshed” (People's Soldiers, 2021). 
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Five was the first to welcome CDM soldiers and it declared in 
online statements that it would treat such soldiers humanely 
and welcome them as part ofthe CDM and revolution. They have 
provided them with security and livelihood support.* The Ka- 
chin Independence Organization and smaller EAOs like the Chin 
Defense Force (CDF) have also aided defectors, although the KNU 
is said to host the majority of CDM soldiers along the Thailand- 
Myanmar border.“ As evident in Thuza Lwin's memoir, some de- 
fectors have also joined combined forces with the Karen Na- 
tional Liberation Army and the Cobra Column in fighting the 
military. 

In August 2021 the NUG made a commitment to support de- 
fections as part of its strategy to topple the military. It issued a 
policy for People's Armed Forces and Police Forces”, signed by 
its interim President, which promises to address in-service sol- 
diers’ immediate security concerns and their longer-term wor- 
ries by assuring them a position and role in a future federal de- 
mocracy. This includes continuity of pensions and positions; as- 
sistance programs for food, shelter and family security; assur- 
ance that defectors will not be attacked by PDFs, and integration 
into a (future) Federal Union Army and Police Force.” Since the 
policy was announced, the People's Embrace group has collabo- 
rated with the NUG's Ministry of Defense to aid defectors and 


^ Padoh Mann Mann, 2021. The KNU now has its own policy on defectors, 
explained by foreign affairs spokesperson Padoh Saw Taw Nee on 17 July 
2022: the KNU would treat defectors humanely, but also make sure that those 
who had committed crimes would be put to trial before a court 


€ Cc oC 
(Re Jo JJ). 
* People's Goal activist, personal communication, May 23, 2022. 
= [GaSoagégéi Jojobu Comparative scholarship on military defection has 


shown that such initiatives by opposition movements like the NUG can play 
a strong role in motivating soldiers to defect. This is especially the case if the 
opposition can make military personnel trust and believe in the opposition’s 
wider reform project or its alternative vision of social order. Perceived 
reliable future integration into new post-regime structures is also significant. 
See Anisin, 2020, pp. 138-142, and Morency-Laflamme, 2018. 
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provide them with CDM registration codes, based on a vetting 
system. 

On 7 April 2022 the NUG also announced a nine-point re- 
ward system for soldiers who either destroy military supplies or 
join the People's Embrace with military supplies and vehicles. 
Rewards range from USD 100,000 for destroying a tank to USD 
500,000 for defecting with an aircraft.“ While no one at the time 
of writing in August 2022 has defected with such heavy materiel, 
the reward system seeks to appeal to those soldiers who have 
predominantly pragmatic concerns, including fear of losing mil- 
itary positions and benefits. The KNU and the CDF have previ- 
ously had some success with rewards granted to lower-ranking 
soldiers who defected with arms, grenades and bullets.* When 
this happens photos of the defectors and the military gear are 
shared on the CDM soldier groups’ social media platforms, ac- 
companied by laudatory messages.“ 

Members of CDM soldier groups have also achieved inten- 
sive international media exposure—from the New York Times to 
Nikkei and Al Jazeera—and lobbied through less public channels 
to bring attention to the importance of supporting defections. 
Aided by the NUG, this has included lobbying for nations to 
grant asylum to defectors. Australia has reportedly offered pro- 
tection visas to an undisclosed number of military defectors 
since January 2022." According to leading members of the CDM 
soldier groups, the news of Australian asylum, which they 


^ "Myanmar's Shadow Govt", 2022. 

^ In August 2021 the CDF announced that it would provide a five-million 
Myanmar Kyat (at that time, USD 2,725) cash reward to those defecting with 
vehicles or small arms and ammunition, and ten-million Myanmar Kyat for 
those defecting with heavy artillery. On 1 October the CDF said that three 
soldiers had joined them with arms and received their reward 
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(ee Jo Job). 
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* Barret, 2022. US-Burmese security expert Dr. Mie Mie Winn Byrd has also 
encouraged other countries such as the USA to grant asylum to CDM soldiers, 
arguing a third country incentive is important to defection strategies ("US 
Expert says", 2022). 
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shared on their groups’ social media pages, encouraged hun- 
dreds of in-service soldiers to contact them over a few days. This 
included those with higher ranks, a contingent which had rarely 
contacted them before.” 

To mobilize soldiers on the frontline and among those who 
have no imminent moral or political drive to leave, offerings of 
material support, rewards, asylum, and promises of future posi- 
tions by the NUG have undeniably boosted the defection strat- 
egy and provided it with an institutional anchoring. Yet, these 
initiatives have so far proven insufficient by and of themselves 
to dramatically escalate the number of soldiers escaping from 
the military. These initiatives are challenged by resource con- 
straints and marred by insecurity and uncertainty. Importantly, 
they are also impeded by pervasive structural obstacles to de- 
fection that are deeply embedded in the military system and im- 
aginary, which keep some military personnel loyal or so affixed 
to the military that they have no desire to leave. In this special 
issue’s memoirs, we get some important hints at who these mil- 
itary personnel are and how they think, and in Michael Char- 
ney’s contribution we also learn more about the historical roots 
of military loyalty and imaginaries. 


Structural Obstacles and Imaginaries 


In a July 2022 People’s Soldier/Goal talk show, CDM soldier Cap- 
tain Clock was asked which soldiers are choosing to remain in 
the military and why. He replied that he believes 30 percent of 
them stay because they fear for their security and the security 
of their family, and that 70 percent stay because they either 
crave power and resources, or because they are brainwashed 
and uneducated, making them incapable of free, critical think- 
ing.” While such numerical estimates are surely off the cuff, the 
distinction Captain Clock makes is important for any under- 
standing of how to overcome the diverse obstacles to a defection 


^5 “Australia’s Embrace", 2022. 
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strategy. Whereas the former group can be encouraged to defect 
with safe escape routes and material support, the latter requires 
addressing much deeper structural constraints, linked to eco- 
nomic incentives, ideology, and mentality. Yay Khal's memoir in 
this issue tells how lower-ranking soldiers are kept in the dark, 
subject to military propaganda and restricted information, 
which Htet Naing Aung asserts reproduces falsities such as “the 
people are the enemies” and “the military is protector of the na- 
tion”. Some also feel they are indebted to the military or that 
there is no life outside of it. Zwe Man and Htin Shar share in 
their memoirs that military officers stay inside because of eco- 
nomic benefits, linked to the military’s ability to run a range of 
illicit businesses. Some believe the coup will simply make them 
richer and more powerful. 

As evident in CDM soldier testimonies since early 2021 as 
well as in the scholarship on the Myanmar military, the struc- 
tural obstacles to defection are embedded in a pervasive insular 
culture, an internal hierarchical system of patron-client rela- 
tions, and a powerful ideological machinery.” The military has 
decades of institutional experience in nurturing a strong esprit 
de corps and in training its armed forces to stringently follow 
orders and be loyal through a combination of fear mongering 
and ideological propaganda that inculcates an imaginary of the 
military as the guardian of nation and of Buddhism (see Charney 
in this issue). Soldiers and officers are also tied to the military 
through an internal system of rewards, promotions, and punish- 
ments,” and the military’s sway over the formal and informal 
economy has, at least since the 1990s, allowed it to keep the of- 
ficer corps in check.” 

Higher-ranking officers obviously stand to lose more than 
lower-ranked soldiers, both economically and in status, if they 
leave the army, and are perhaps more likely to deeply adhere to 


°° For some of the most in-depth scholarly work on the Myanmar military see 
Bünte, 2017; Callahan, 2003; Maung Aung Myoe, 2009; Nakanishi, 2013; Selth, 
2002. See also Charney in this issue. 

>! Nakanishi, 2013. 

? Bünte, 2017. 
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the military’s ideological imaginary. Yet, according to CDM sol- 
dier narratives, the military system has also bred a belief among 
some lower ranks that their daily economic survival is entirely 
dependent on the military.” Not everyone has come to realize 
what the interviewees in this journal issue have: that the mili- 
tary system is in fact much more economically exploitative and 
abusive than it is beneficial for lower-ranked soldiers. CDM sol- 
diers have explained that this standpoint persists among lower- 
ranked soldiers due to their limited education, due to recruit- 
ment patterns centered on the most financially disadvantaged 
citizens, and because of training techniques and propaganda 
that restrict soldiers from thinking freely, thereby blinding 
them to their own oppression.” A CDM soldier sergeant linked 
low education and brainwashing to in-service soldiers’ contin- 
ued enactment of violence: “the lower echelons are taking what- 
ever orders ... if the order is to kill, they kill. They do not think 
if they do it, what effect it will have on them or the country. 
(They) have less thinking ability. It is not their fault. Their orig- 
inal mentality is not like that (but) they were brainwashed and 
separated from the people "77 Zaya Aung, whose memoir is in- 
cluded in this issue, similarly stated in a People's Soldiers talk 
show that brainwashing makes soldiers into robots who lack em- 
pathy and act inhumanely.** 

Lack of empathy for the people is likely reinforced through 
what CDM soldier Nyi Thuta has described as a deliberate isola- 
tion of soldiers from the people, with many soldiers and their 
families living isolated lives in army barracks, and with the mil- 
itary restricting social connections and information flows from 
the outside.” The memoirs in this issue provide evidence that 
this isolation has been incomplete after the coup, but it can still 


25 (gpSopo$:056i JO Joa 
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% Kyed & Ah Lynn, 2021, pp. 71-75. 
° Democratic Voice of Burma, 2021a. 
°° From a People’s Soldiers talk program dated 26 December 2021 but 
uploaded to YouTube in January 2022 (People’s Soldier from Burma, 2022). 
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have a pervasive effect, as Aung Ko Ko's memoir testifies to. He 
claims that he desired to escape the military because he had 
many social connections from his previous civilian life before 
recruitment. His family members by contrast had no desire to 
leave and disapproved of his decision, because they had only 
lived within the military. He believes that they are “brain- 
washed’, 

The separation between military and people is also nurtured 
through pervasive military propaganda that represents people 
who disregard or oppose military power as potential enemies 
that pose an existential threat to the nation and Buddhism. Re- 
liance on this kind of construction of internal enemies has a long 
history in the Myanmar military’s ideology? and has been used 
after the coup to justify violence against civilians. This has been 
complemented by the labelling of the anti-coup resistance 
movement, and the NUG, as terrorists bent on destabilizing the 
country. “They don’t think of people as actual people”, Nwe Oo 
claims in this issue, explaining that soldiers are not told that 
PDFs were formed by people who were first attacked by the mil- 
itary, but instead instructed that PDFs are “terrorists who bomb 
schools and markets and want to prevent the prosperity of the 
country”. Defectors have testified to how this kind of propa- 
ganda is spread by the military regularly through social media 
and instant messaging apps.” A selfie video on a soldier’s cell 
phone found by a villager in Sagaing Region showed in-service 
soldiers bragging about how they have killed and brutalized ci- 
vilians, displaying how such propaganda runs deep within com- 
bat troops.” 

As Charney argues in this issue, the imaginary of the mili- 
tary as a rightful powerholder and protector of the Buddhist na- 
tion has been shattered across Myanmar since the coup, and 
among some of the military’s own ranks, as defectors testify to. 


5» Callahan, 2003. 

?? Radio Free Asia, 2021. Also see Conrad & Bayer, 2021. 

© The video was provided to Radio Free Asia. In it, the soldiers also complain 
about their lack of agency, saying they do not know their futures and are “like 
driftwood” (Khin Maung Soe €: Nayrein Kyaw, 2022). 
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Obstacles nonetheless remain to changing this imaginary per- 
manently, especially when it comes to counteracting the mili- 
tary's pervasive internal propaganda machinery. CDM soldiers 
and activists in the People's Soldiers group have worked tire- 
lessly on this front, exploiting the gaps in the military's efforts 
to control information flows and access to social media for in- 
service soldiers. In what they call psychological warfare to ‘open 
hearts and minds”, they try to infiltrate social media pages that 
soldiers use on platforms like Facebook, VK and TikTok with 
content that contradicts military propaganda and “fake news”. 
The content of the posts varies from appealing to the moral con- 
sciousness of the soldiers, their dignity, and fatigue from 
fighting, to emphasizing the injustices and internal oppression 
by the military. Through these efforts they try to prevent sol- 
diers from believing the military's news and justifications of 
their crimes. The next step is building rapport and trust with in- 
service soldiers by communicating with them personally 
through messaging apps, lending an ear to their concerns and 
worries. Over time, the goal is to get them to decide to escape, 
or at least to refrain from participating in atrocities, and then to 
facilitate this. Several soldiers have left the military this way, 
but it takes time, sometimes up to three months of continuous 
communication, because it often involves substantially chang- 
ing the beliefs and powerful imaginaries many in-service sol- 
diers hold of the military.‘ 


Aspirations and Futures 


Many CDM soldiers since the coup have described defection as 
coming out of the darkness into the light, opening their eyes to 
the injustices and manipulations of the generals, just as Ye Yint 
Thwe affirms in this issue.” As more soldiers have joined the 


° These insights on the psychological warfare effort are based on interviews 
with one civilian activist and from a group interview with several 
representatives of a CDM soldier group in May 2022. 
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CDM, left military bases and become part of the revolution, a 
growing political consciousness and aspirations for alternative 
futures have also evolved. This is evident in this issue's memoirs 
and in the frequent CDM soldier group online talk shows, which 
feature thoughtful conversations about the revolution, federal 
democracy, and justice. CDM soldiers have become some of the 
harshest critics of the military junta, based on their embedded 
personal experiences. Many are tirelessly working to get other 
soldiers to join them or supporting those who already found 
their way to the ‘liberated areas”. 

Their dream of a better future for their country is strongly 
attached to the success of the Spring Revolution, shown in this 
issue's memoirs. Aung Zaya aspires to a new society with “equal- 
ity and freedom”, which he believes can only happen by rooting 
out the military dictatorship. This involves, Htet Naing Aung be- 
lieves, not just a reform of the current military, but a complete 
destruction of it and the building of something new: a profes- 
sional military that is formed and loved by the people, as inter- 
viewees Htin Shar and Phyo Win Aung also insist.* While few 
defectors believe that the military leadership will withdraw or 
give up their fight against the people, they hope that defections 
can help the revolution to crumble the military from below and 
from within by depopulating it and creating internal chaos and 
defiance. Htet Naing Aung believes that the success of the revo- 
lution is not only about fighting the military on the battlefield, 
but first and foremost about “destroying their spirit”. It is about 
demasking the imaginary of the military as protector of the re- 
ligion and nation, appealing to the humanity within each sol- 
dier, and capitalizing on what appears to be a growing fatigue 
and disbelief in what they are fighting for. 


$ What could possibly replace the Myanmar military is a topic of ongoing 
debate, which so far has focused on building a federal army that adheres to 
international human rights standards. It is also still unclear how CDM 
soldiers would fit into a new army and the extent to which they wish to do so 
varies in the current discussions. The topic was debated in a People’s Goal 
talk show on 14 August 2022 (People’s Goal, 2022). 
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The humanism and moral consciousness of soldiers who 
have left the military are evident in the voices that form this 
special issue. Their personal future plans may be modest, and 
few imagine carrying a gun again, but their determination to be 
part of creating a new society in Myanmar gives hope during ex- 
tremely troubling times. Such testimonies also provide invalua- 
ble firsthand evidence of military atrocities and crimes against 
humanity.* These will be extremely useful in Myanmar's future 
process of reckoning and in seeking justice for all in Myanmar 
who courageously struggle for the end of military rule. 
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The Rise of the Military in Myanmar and What 
Comes Next: The Decline of a Military Machine? 


Michael W. Charney 


Like many other post-colonial societies, post-independence My- 
anmar has had a military with an extra-defense role in society 
that far outweighs the normative position a military might hold 
in the West or, since World War II, in much of East Asia. Foreign 
historians and political scientists have long explained the rise 
and continuing strength ofthe military in Myanmar in ways that 
reflected the understandings of their times and global perspec- 
tives. The military was a nationalist force against the Japanese 
towards the end of the Second World War, a revolutionary force 
against the interference of the United States in the early Cold 
War, an example of a typically self-serving, military dictatorship 
that pushed aside civilian governments throughout the Global 
South in the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s, a nationalist force stamp- 
ing out the vestiges of colonialism, largely accepted by the gen- 
eral population by the 1980s, and then an unpopular military 
junta seeking to hold back the post-Cold War democratic wave 
that briefly swept Southeast Asia in the late 1980s, 1990s and 
early 2000s. In the author's own history of the country, written 
in 2008 and published in 2009, he described the military’s efforts 
at constitutional reform as a phase of “perpetual delay”.* 
Nevertheless, in 2008 a new constitution was promulgated, 
in 2010 elections were held, and in 2011 a transitional govern- 
ment was put into office, albeit with heavy constitutional provi- 
sions maintaining overall military control. Many scholars again 
revised their views of the country and some praised the military 
as a reforming force, within limits. Aung San Suu Kyi and the 
National League for Democracy (NLD) decided to contest the 
2012 by-elections and join in the new, military-validating 


1 Charney, 2009. 
? See, for example, Maung Aung Myoe, 2014. 
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system. After a sweeping result for the NLD (and thus Aung San 
Suu Kyi) in the November 2020 general elections, the military 
launched a coup on 1 February 2021, which led to a civil disobe- 
dience campaign beginning on 4 February. The military formed 
the State Administration Council to run the country, while sol- 
diers were sent through towns and villages and resistance and 
counter-resistance morphed into civil war. Scholars, journalists, 
and others have stayed in step and tried to once again portray 
the military in a new way, looking at these events as the result 
of an institutional crisis in which the military feared that the 
NLD had the momentum to remove the existing constitutional 
checks to civilian power.’ Such a development might possibly 
allow for key members of the military to be punished for their 
many past crimes. 

Most of the views discussed above have come from foreign 
or expatriate scholarship because most of the scholars living 
within the country have had very few opportunities to conduct 
research openly on the military, and the ten-year window in 
which military control was supposed to be a ‘lighter touch’ was 
foregone by the late 2010s when the NLD and its leader Aung San 
Suu Kyi were intent on controlling the media and suppressing 
journalists and others critical of both the civilian government 
and the military. As a result of the many dated and often parti- 
san takes on the Myanmar military, combined with the lack of 
access to the institution, and a sustained effort by the military 
to present itself, unrealistically, as a bearer of precolonial royal 
and military traditions, the military is poorly understood, by 
scholars as well as by the general public, both national and in- 
ternational. The military is most often depicted as either being 
stronger than it is or weaker than it is. These mistaken impres- 
sions have led to many of the failures today to end military rule 
in Myanmar, as well as to the international community’s failures 
to coax the military to change its ways. 

One of the remaining obstacles to overcoming the influen- 
tial, but dated, characterizations of the military is the challenge 


“For example, see Thant Myint-U, 2021. 
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of doing primary research on the institution. Existing research 
is elite-centered, focused on the perspectives and recollections 
of the higher echelons of the military officer corps, often 
through conversations after they have left their command. They 
represent a different social milieu than much of the everyday 
soldiery who are under very close control or observation by 
their commanders. And their separation from the rest of society 
means that what the general population feels is no guide at all 
to how the everyday soldier feels or behaves. One of the unique 
opportunities of the present special issue of this journal is that 
interviews with deserting soldiers offers us at least some in- 
sights into how some soldiers view their role and that of the mil- 
itary in Myanmar's society and governance. Of course, this only 
represents that tiny slice ofthe military that has chosen to serve 
no longer and as a result, this can only be one part of a larger 
picture. Nevertheless, it is a beginning. In the short overview be- 
low, the author discusses some key aspects of Myanmar's mili- 
tary history to attempt to put the institution's position in con- 
temporary Myanmar into a wider context. 


How the Military Came to Control the Country 


The military's exhibitions, such as parades around the statues of 
renowned Bama conquerors from the past, and the institution's 
own official history, widely promulgated, would have the coun- 
try believe that they are heirs to the precolonial armies and rul- 
ers of the past. However, the Myanmar military has nothing to 
do with these precolonial armies. The constitutional position of 
the military relative to civilian power and the laws which have 
backed the security excesses of the military since 1962 are 
rooted in the example of the colonial military developed under 
British rule. The British decision in 1928 to ban Bama military 
service in favor of ethnic minorities (the “martial races”) meant 
the independence-era military was plagued by bias. Bama na- 
tionalist parties in the 1930s organized their own paramilitary 
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tats (armies) in response, although they remained unarmed.* 
Under Japanese tutelage, independence leader Aung San orga- 
nized a group of thakins, the Thirty Comrades, into the core of a 
new Burma Independence Army that would swell as the Japa- 
nese pushed out the British in 1942, creating such a large force 
that it came to concern the Japanese. They demobilized it and 
formed the smaller Burma Defense Army (BDA). When the Japa- 
nese insisted on mobilizing the BDA for their own war effort, the 
BDA rebelled and sided with the invading Allies. The military, as 
historian Tharaphi Than observes, was enormously popular at 
that time and included female soldiers in its ranks.° 

The assassination of Aung San, the achievement of inde- 
pendence in 1948, and the outbreak of civil war soon after would 
set the template for the modern Myanmar military. Military 
leadership was given to a senior Karen officer named Smith- 
Dun. With the outbreak of ethnic insurgencies from 1949, Smith- 
Dun's ethnicity became a political issue, and when fired, Ne Win 
took his place as commander of the military.‘ Ne Win collected 
a group of officers around him who would go on to dominate the 
military for decades. As historian Maung Bo Bo has shown, these 
officers were interlinked through family connections and intel- 
lectual networks that favored a stronger, authoritarian form of 
government in the country, waging a struggle through politics 
and the media against the liberal press and intellectuals.’ At the 
same time, the military was developing fiscal autonomy through 
control of certain resources as well as a strongly autonomous 
command hierarchy that made it a threat to the elected, civilian 
leadership of the country.’ 

General Ne Win's legacy is that of initiating a half century of 
overt military control over the country. In the context of civil 
war and an election crisis, Ne Win first took over control from 
Prime Minister U Nu to run a military caretaker government, 


“This development is examined by Callahan (2003). 
° Tharaphi Than, 2021a. 

° Topich & Leitich, 2013, p. 79. 

7 Maung Bo Bo, 2019. 

$ Callahan, 2003. 
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ultimately from 1958-1960, in which major military officers 
were appointed parallel to ministers throughout the bureau- 
cracy to introduce supposed military efficiency. However, the 
political crisis abated, the economy recovered, and elections 
were held again, leading to the victory of a resurgent U Nu. But 
not for long. In 1962, Ne Win and the military took complete con- 
trol and arrested the sitting civilian leaders, who were duly 
elected. He declared a revolutionary government, created a ca- 
dre party, restricted civil liberties, took the economy to the left 
with the “Burmese Way to Socialism”, drafted a new constitu- 
tion, and created a new ‘civilian’ government with a one-party 
state, which he led as head of the Burma Socialist Programme 
Party (BSPP), leaving the military with a few of his key officers 
in powerful positions.’ The economy soured, protests erupted in 
1988, Aung San Suu Kyi and others, including U Nu once more, 
came to the fore, and Ne Win resigned, leading to the collapse of 
the government. Although rumored to continue to be running 
the country behind the scenes, Ne Win and his family were ulti- 
mately brushed aside a decade later." 

The military intervened in September 1988, with the justifi- 
cation of reestablishing law and order and preparing for elec- 
tions to determine the future government of the country. They 
set up military tribunals at various levels of administration 
known as State Law and Order Restoration Councils (SLORCs), 
including one SLORC to rule them all, while former anti-govern- 
ment protesters organized new political parties, such as the 
NLD. The military also organized a front party and very soon be- 
gan to arrest opponents. Nevertheless, two years later, the NLD 
swept to victory in the election. The military quickly annulled 
the results, fired upon protesters, and threw the country into 
disarray, feeding further fuel to the ongoing civil war. The mili- 
tary ruled the country under the national SLORC until adopting 
the less intimidating title of State Peace and Development Coun- 
cil in 1997. 


2 Topich & Leitich, 2013, p. 86. 
1° Charney, 2009. 
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From 1988 the military had opened parts of the economy to 
foreign investors on terms that enriched the top generals and 
many military families. In the early 1990s, however, interna- 
tional boycotts hurt the economic image of the country, and the 
generals were faced with the problem of finding a way to win 
the civil war, ensure they were not punished for their atrocities 
by a potential future non-military government, and make their 
fortunes foolproof from scrutiny. Negotiations with EAOs led to 
a pause to the civil war, on the whole.” A constitution-writing 
process produced a constitution that ensured that the military 
were immune from prosecutions for past crimes. Constitutional 
provisions that ensured a military veto and that certain powers 
were kept by the military meant that if any future government 
tried to challenge the hidden hands of the military leadership in 
the economy it could be terminated. All seemed to go well under 
the leadership of the first prime minister in the new system, for- 
mer general Thein Sein, and, even after Aung San Suu Kyi be- 
came de facto leader a few years later, she attempted to demon- 
strate to the military that she was no threat to them. 

The 2015-2020 NLD government garnered international 
criticism and condemnation for its stance on the military’s at- 
tacks against the Rohingya population in September 2017, and 
for many other reasons. But the domestic popularity of Aung 
San Suu Kyi helped the NLD to sweep the November 2020 general 
elections, worrying military leader General Min Aung Hlaing 
that the constitutional safeguards would be removed and gener- 
als both past and present would be vulnerable to a power grab 
by elected, civilian politicians, and eventually face prosecution 
for corruption and war crimes. Min Aung Hlaing contested the 
result, but negotiations between the military and NLD failed, 
and in February 2021, the military launched its coup. They ar- 
rested and later prosecuted the civilian NLD leaders on corrup- 
tion and other charges and have promised a new ‘election’ in the 
future. Faced with widespread public discontent in the form of 
a civil disobedience campaign, the military employed mass 


" Ibid. 
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violence, leading to an extension of civil war in the country. It is 
this new civil war that the defectors whose interviews are in- 
cluded in this special issue fled from. 


The Military Imaginary” 


Myanmar's military generals function in the context of a na- 
tional imaginary that most citizens are obligated to pay lip ser- 
vice to, even if they do not actually accept this imaginary in pri- 
vate. This is common in any organized society. When those who 
have power look at the world and their place in it, they frame it 
in different imaginaries. Although the Western construction of 
knowledge purports that there is one world, the one we see, the 
real one, and anything else is a fantasy, everyone really sees the 
world in two ways simultaneously, which shape their interac- 
tions with other people daily. 

First, there is the mundane way that actors see their daily 
life as people, their biological functions, their physical needs, 
their individual survival, which we can call their *mundane re- 
ality", and then there is the larger, social fiction that shapes the 
way we all view the world around us. For example, when you or 
I look at a street in Bangkok or Oxford, we see restaurants with 
food, stores with clothes, hundreds of people: men, women, chil- 
dren, young, old, and so on. We think about our salaries, what 
time to take our prescription medicines, whether we owe taxes, 
who we date, marry, when we will retire. This is the world of 
ourselves. It is our realm of personal, intimate human interac- 
tions: this is our “mundane reality”. 

Second, there is also what Charles Taylor calls our "social 
imaginary". This is the socially organized, institutional view we 
have of the world and how we fit in with others: "the ways peo- 
ple imagine their social existence, how they fit together with 
others, how things go on between them and their fellows, the 
expectations that are normally met, and the deeper normative 


Y Parts of this section were first delivered in a conference presentation (Char- 
ney, 2021). 
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notions and images that underlie these expectations". This is 
just as much part of our personal reality and we simultaneously 
walk both the mundane reality and the social imaginary. Their 
overlap requires constant negotiation to survive in daily life.” 
That same person is both a human and a doctor, a human and a 
student, a human and a general, but normally they must decide 
which identity, their ‘personal self or their ‘social self’ will 
structure how they act at any given moment. 

The highly peculiar and unique interaction that results 
from these choices eventually synchronizes into a perception of 
the world operating according to its own logic. The mind has 
unconsciously shaped through a million small negotiations how 
that person views the world. The present author refers to this 
result as a *mindscape'. Put the same people through the same 
experiences, with the same roles, and a group of mindscapes 
may be very similar, but at some level each is unique. The key is 
that every individual mind produces a view of the world that 
combines personal needs with social roles in way that seems 
'right' and makes sense. In this way, the generals can fill their 
pockets with the nation's resources and yet still see themselves 
as true defenders of the nation. Yes, they have built up personal 
fortunes at the expense of many others, but they see themselves 
as the protectors of their country. 

The royal imaginary of the precolonial period probably op- 
erated in very similar ways. Sanctified by court ritual and Brah- 
man priests, etched into the royal histories and temple icono- 
graphy as well as the mythologies behind royal paraphernalia, 
the royal imaginary posited the king as the protector of the 
sasana (the Buddhist religion) on earth as was Indra in the heav- 
ens. But men were not born kings, even if they were born heirs, 
and princely rivalry, subterfuge, usurpation, and outright civil 
wars demonstrated that those who became monarchs were also 


? Taylor, 2004, p. 23. 

14 Benedict Anderson’s popular ideas of imagined communities (2006) could 
be confused with what the author is talking about here. To be clear, the 
author is not talking of an imagined, impersonal, meta-group or national 
collective. 
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men (or, sometimes, women). So long as nothing overtly chal- 
lenged the royal imaginary in which the king ruled according to 
the Dharma, kept harmony and prosperity in the land and the 
sangha, and had victory in war, he or she could feel secure.” Un- 
fortunately, Aung San Suu Kyi’s realpolitik approach of praising 
the generals and the military, thus reinforcing the claims of 
their imaginary, helped to further legitimate it.'^ In fact, the 
2017-2021 period may have seen, for the first time since 1962, 
widespread popular acceptance in the lowlands of some of the 
chief claims of the military imaginary as legitimate, at least re- 
garding the protection of the ‘Buddhist homeland’ from the 
threat of those presented in the country as being aggressively 
anti-Buddhist (Muslims). When the military moved against Roh- 
ingya civilians in August 2017, killing and raping tens of thou- 
sands, and driving 800,000 as refugees across the border into 
Bangladesh, they were defended by Aung San Suu Kyi and her 
government. The State Counsellor even traveled to defend the 
military’s actions before the International Court of Justice.” 

In the precolonial royal imaginary, the administrators who 
were sent out to the outlying provinces understood how little 
currency that imaginary had with the local populace. In such 
places spectacular violence, whether rape, murder, or torture, 
was delivered on a regular basis to achieve the court’s goals, in- 
cluding resource extraction. This local, “invisible” violence 
conducted by everyday administrators has been paralleled in in- 
dependent Myanmar by the actions of local military officers, 
particularly in ethnic minority areas. This explains how the Roh- 
ingya in Rakhine State, prior to August 2017, had already lived 
for decades in conditions that met the criteria for genocide.” 

It was also possible in the precolonial period for the royal 
imaginary to crack at the center. A major military defeat, failed 
crops, pestilence and the like, reminded kings that they were 


5 This is discussed in Charney, 2022. 
1° Eimer, 2013. 

7 “Aung San Suu Kyi”, 2019. 

15 Charney, 2020. 

Maung Zarni & Cowley, 2014. 
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not ruling in the clouds. In a similar way, for today’s generals, 
their imaginary became increasingly threatened by the impend- 
ing change of government after the November 2020 elections. 
They were unable to forestall the inevitable, leading to the 
events from 1 February 2022—a constitutional coup followed by 
a civil disobedience campaign and then a harsh crackdown, and 
a civil war on entirely new fronts. These have certainly revealed 
cracks in the military’s imaginary. Critics both domestic and 
abroad have maintained that they do not countenance, cannot 
countenance, and will not countenance, anything the generals 
do. In threatening the military’s imaginary, these critics, in the 
view of the military, are a threat to their protection of the nation 
and are therefore ‘terrorists’. This has led to numerous extreme 
displays of spectacular violence designed to deter further dis- 
sent, including the hanging of two prominent critics, Ko Jimmy 
and Ko Phyo Zeya Thaw, in July 2022.” 


Military Fragility 


The application of mass violence during military rule in Myan- 
mar fits the pattern of other fragile states that have undertaken 
spectacular displays of violence. As open challenges threaten 
the military’s imaginary, this shakes the foundations of military 
confidence and forces it to face the very real possibility that it 
can be toppled. There have been only a few incidents in which 
this imaginary has been realistically shaken: the U Thant funeral 
riots in 1974, the collapse of the BSPP government in 1988, the 
Saffron Revolution in 2007, and the violence from 1 February 
2021 to the present. In such circumstances, the military has re- 
lied upon spectacular displays of violence to scare the popula- 
tion back into submission. This is an indication of military weak- 
ness, not of strength. 

But why should the military feel weak and take popular op- 
position as a genuine threat? After all, it has the military hard- 
ware, the impression of numbers, organization, and a tight 
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hierarchy, not to mention experience and training in waging 
war. Much of the insecurity has to do with how the military’s 
strength was undermined by generals since active civil war with 
the EAOs receded, and particularly since the transition to de- 
mocracy began. Before 1988, military strength was around 
186,000 people, but it expanded in the two decades after 1988 to 
200,000. The size of the military today is a closely guarded se- 
cret. It has been estimated to be between 300,000 and 350,000 
soldiers by some and, at some point, the military may have 
hoped to swell numbers to 500,000 to 600,000. But the number 
of combat soldiers today is probably far lower, perhaps around 
100,000 men and women, although paramilitary units of the na- 
tional police force could add tens of thousands to this number.” 

Military secrecy is often maintained for security reasons in 
nation states. A larger-than-life army is intimidating to foreign 
and domestic enemies alike. The appearance of having the abil- 
ity to strike anywhere, anytime, and to hold multiple fronts with 
ease, is aimed at keeping ethnic armed organizations divided 
and quiet. Potential foreign interventions are dissuaded. To for- 
eign investors and those invested in other ways in Myanmar, the 
army’s implied size assures stability and, where challenged, vic- 
tory over the long term. 

Another reason is likely the hydra-headed way in which the 
generals pursue their private wealth. The upper levels of mili- 
tary expenditure are likely to have been tapped for private gain. 
Some, like Ne Win, used Japanese aid and other public resources 
for his private estate even while he publicly condemned corrup- 
tion on the part of subordinates. A large army is expensive. In- 
flating the size of the army payroll, the cost of the equipment 
necessary to arm them, or supplies to feed them, is common 
practice in officer corps in many countries historically and to- 
day. Nevertheless, the lack of sub-‘line item’ transparency and 
the continued control of the military in Myanmar made it diffi- 
cult to do anything other than conjecture until leaks of the mil- 
itary budget and procurement files after the 2021 coup revealed 
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the prominent role of military families as suppliers to the mili- 
tary.” There are many other areas of military collusion in parts 
of the economy and in conflict zones where the military is de- 
ployed to maintain central control, including jade and ruby min- 
ing and the gems trade.” 

The political theory behind kingship in predominantly 
Theravada Buddhist polities is relevant here, as the ruler histor- 
ically drew their legitimacy to rule from the belief in, and 
demonstration of, their superior store of merit.“ This superior 
store is reflected in different ways. In precolonial Burmese his- 
tory, when the kingdom was often also a conquest state that ori- 
ented itself towards raiding and conquering, a ruler with merit 
therefore had a large and powerful army—the more merit, the 
larger the army. A weak or declining army would indicate the 
opposite, a poor store of merit for the ruler, and therefore their 
dwindling legitimacy.” Preventing anyone from perceiving the 
true size of the army, in yesteryears or today, is in the ruler’s or 
rulers’ best interests. 

This is particularly true today if the People’s Defense Forces 
(PDFs) grow in size. PDFs arose spontaneously but were partially 
organized on 5 May 2021 by the National Unity Government 
(NUG) as a federal army to oppose the military. Currently, PDFs 
number about 60,000 soldiers. Should this grow larger and 
faster, the trajectory of increase would clearly demonstrate that 
PDFs could overtake the military in numbers. This would be 
proof in a predominantly Theravada Buddhist society that the 
NUG were rapidly demonstrating a superior store of merit that 
demonstrated their own legitimacy to rule. This of course is hin- 
dered if the military continues to convince the public that it is 
larger than it really is. One of the most glaring indications of this 
practice is that the military relies on mobilizing militias and po- 
lice paramilitary forces to maintain order across the country. 
Another is the way in which it relies on particularly experienced 


2 McPherson, et al., 2021. 

? Agence France-Presse, 2021. 

? Walton, 2017, p. 68. See also Grabowsky, 2007. 
2 Charney, 2003. 
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divisions, shifting them from one end of the country to another 
to conduct special operations. Yet another indication is the mass 
of desertions, revealing an army bleeding soldiers as fast as it 
can deploy them. These defectors indicate that the army is very 
fragile indeed. 

Political scientist Tun Myint has argued that popular senti- 
ment has already seen through the military's imaginary. Rather 
than being the focal point of Burmese unhappiness or seen as an 
institution to be reformed, or possibly even forgiven, many Bur- 
mese have come to view the military in unemotional terms as 
something that is no longer relevant to the country and its fu- 
ture. They no longer see it as something to fear. As Tun Myint 
explains: “If a person, an institution, or a thing is conceived as 
falling into the (junzaja) category, Burmese no longer treat that 
person or thing as something to like or to hate; the junzaja is to 
be disregarded and ignored as worthless. People seek to erase it 
from their memory. A junzaja entity possesses no attribute that 
is respectable; no ethical or moral properties; no value to the 
natural or human world.” This is a very different perspective 
than the mere dislike of the military in past decades. Clearly, it 
will be increasingly difficult for the military to attempt to cow 
the population through spectacular violence, if the Burmese 
have indeed moved beyond fear. 


Conclusion 


One of the current trends in academia that speaks a great deal 
to some of the issues I have discussed above, or at least their un- 
derlying causes, is the move to decolonize knowledge, that is to 
say, the structures of knowledge that have been established by 
the West that ignore or suppress modes of interpretation from 
non-western sources.” It has largely been foreign, white, inter- 
pretations of Myanmar's military and its behavior that have 
(mis)portrayed it in so many ways and so often made erroneous 


2° Tun Myint, 2022. 
” For the case of Burma, see Tharaphi Than, 2021b, and Chu May Paing & 
Than Toe Aung, 2021. 
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predictions. The present author, who normally identifies as a 
white male, is conscious that being from the West and educated 
in the West has shaped his perspective. But arguably, some of 
the thinking behind the need to decolonize knowledge was 
formed as much within the Western laboratory as against it. In 
much of the author's own work that has been drawn on for the 
present article, it was indigenous perspectives, authors, and ac- 
tors who were examined for how they viewed their world and 
their place in it. In this way, meeting some of the goals of decol- 
onizing knowledge about the military has been attempted here. 

It is the case though, that a full accounting of the history of 
the military, its decline, and its fall from power will not be pos- 
sible until the last phase has taken place. Only then can the gen- 
erals, hopefully imprisoned, be interrogated (before they too are 
executed in the same way as Ko Jimmy and Ko Phyo Zeya Thaw), 
military rank and file be free to reveal openly the daily function- 
ing of the military from within, and documents may be pub- 
lished outlining everything from the true size of the military to 
the size of the generals’ fortunes. Then, the military imaginary 
will genuinely be shattered and revealed to be artificial even to 
the generals and supporters who might still otherwise cling to 
the image of a rightful power dispossessed. 

The main point to underline here is that if military control 
is to be unraveled, which is now the avowed goal of many the 
country’s civilians, this goal can only be achieved if the military, 
including how and why it acts and reacts the way it does, is bet- 
ter understood. Too often no effort is made in this regard, with 
continuingly unfortunate results. Just as the United States relied 
upon a psychologist for insights to predict how the dictator 
Adolf Hitler would behave as he faced undeniable defeat, under- 
standing how the Myanmar military and the generals who lead 
it view the world, and their place in it, is of the utmost im- 
portance to understanding what they will do next and then 
again, what they will do after that. However partisan this obser- 
vation may appear, scholarship on the military, whether it ad- 
mits it or not, is always partisan to a certain extent. 
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Moe Nyo 


I was ranked second warrant officer when I left the army on 16 
November 2021. I'm 46 years old. Although I joined up and defi- 
nitely lived a military life, I’m actually a rocker. I grew up in the 
rock age. Zaw Win Htut, Lay Phyu and Harry Lynn are my heroes. 
I also love Axl Rose from Guns ‘n’ Roses. 

When I think about it, I didn't join the army for any real rea- 
son. My father was in the air force, so it was easy. My mother 
was also a military nurse. When she died my dad said I should 
join soon, so I wouldn’t get depressed. He told me he wanted me 
to stay grounded. 

That was around 1996 and there weren’t many jobs around. 
I was kind of interested in the London Cigarette Factory, though. 
My friends started working there making cigarettes and cigars. 
It was considered one of the top factories to work for, with nice 
uniforms and good salaries. If I had not listened to my father's 
advice, I guess I would have joined that factory and lived a dif- 
ferent life. 

Before I left the army, I had a comfortable salary of 240,000 
Myanmar Kyat per month. I was an office manager with a lot of 
responsibility. I had to liaise a lot between departments and re- 
gions. My senior officer was a major. Life was not always easy 
but I guess I was a good officer, and I was insulated from many 
abuses. I was awarded the military service award after twenty- 
one years of service. 

Still, some bad things went down on the inside. I'll relay just 
one incident, because it is fresh in my mind. After the coup, 
some soldiers from my unit went to Magway Town to join in sup- 
pressing protesters, under the arrangement of the air force base 
there. One night after their work on the streets was done, one of 
the soldiers got drunk and there was an altercation. This guy ap- 
parently was well known for being a loudmouth and insulting 
people when he drank booze. 

Well, this time the officer in charge tied him up and beat 
him—the officer beat him on his own at first, then he ordered 
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other soldiers to beat him too. They rolled a wooden pin down 
the soldier’s shins. Then they urinated on this guy. In the end 
they tortured him to death. I know all of this because I read the 
case file. The worst part about it is that the chief commander of 
the air force, General Maung Maung Kyaw, ruled that the torture 
and death were unrelated to military service. Do you know what 
that means? It means this murdered soldier”s family does not get 
a pension. After being tortured, pissed on, and killed by his own 
fellow soldiers—and for what? For getting drunk and hurling in- 
sults? This guy had a wife and children! 

I only got access to this case file by accident. I photographed 
it for myself and later supplied it to People's Embrace, an organ- 
ization helping people leave the military. This particular case 
helped me get the courage to speak out. Soldiers were shooting 
protesters on the Magway streets during the day, then killing 
each other in the base at night. It is injustice. These are evil acts. 
Day by day, so many people are dying. As an older man, I just 
couldn't take it anymore. The shame grew to be too much for 
me. 

It's a different military now to the past. When my father was 
a soldier, they could be proud of wearing the uniform, of defend- 
ing our community. I myself felt proud serving my country. I felt 
important. But now in 2021, this has all withered away. The mil- 
itary should protect the lives and property of the people. When 
I saw videos of soldiers shooting innocent people in the head, I 
was too horrified. I talked to my father about my feelings. 

He actually agreed with the coup. Ridiculous. 

These joke charges against Daw Aung San Suu Kyi, that she 
engaged in corruption, are clearly baseless. This woman sacri- 
ficed for her country for over thirty years. She is old. Why would 
she prioritize money and riches? But my father disagreed. I 
talked straight to him on the phone. I said, “I cannot give my life 
for these animals. Soldiers eat food provided by the people, so 
we should stand by the people”. I made plans to leave the mili- 
tary without my father’s blessing. 

And without him knowing, I used him as my excuse to get 
out. I told my commander that my father was very sick, that I 
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had dreamed about him and I was worried. He granted me ten 
days of leave to go and check on him. I never went back to my 
dad—I just left immediately. It was tricky as normal public 
transport was interrupted, but I had friends who helped me, and 
People's Soldiers supported me financially. To get from my base 
to the liberated areas, 1 caught every kind of transport. Buses, 
motorbikes, private cars. It took over twenty-four hours. 

I only made it out because I am a single guy. can't imagine 
doing it with a wife and kids. Now I am free, I just want to have 
long hair, a beard, and tattoos. One Axl Rose tattoo and a Daw 
Aung San Suu Kyi tattoo. When I got to the Civil Disobedience 
Movement areas, the first thing I did was download all my favor- 
ite metal songs: Metallica, Guns ‘n’ Roses and AC/DC. 

When the revolution is over I want to roam all over Myan- 
mar like a monk listening to my music. For the first time in a 
long time, I feel like I have freedom. 

Now I live in a liberated area, I have no need to lie. Deep 
inside, I always hated that I had to lie. 


Note 


On 12 March 2022, the body of Moe Nyo was found in the Moei River 
which ran past the village he was then hiding in. Locals said that on 11 
March he had appeared unhappy. He did not eat the whole day and told 
people who enquired that he felt unwell. Later in the day, someone no- 
ticed his slippers and accessories by the riverside. Moe Nyo rarely 
washed in the river, let alone on his own. Some people searched for him 
but came back empty handed. Only the next day, after praying to the 
spirits of the river, did they find his dead body, its mouth and nose filled 
with sand. Although they attempted to resuscitate him and sent his 
body to the hospital, Moe Nyo was pronounced dead on arrival. Moe 
Nyo is remembered in his adoptive hiding place as a kind person with 
a wide white smile, well admired by those in the local community as 
well as by other CDM soldiers. 
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Nwe Oo 


I am Nwe Oo, 22 years old, and the man who is now my husband 
was a soldier in Light Infantry Battalion 5, Light Infantry Divi- 
sion 66 before he joined the Civil Disobedience Movement 
(CDM). In fact... I threatened that I wouldn't marry him if he 
didn't join the CDM. But I will get into that later. 

Some more about me: well, I never lived inside a military 
compound like some wives of soldiers. I worked for a mobile 
phone company as a supervisor. It was hard when the 1 February 
military coup happened because I was on the outside, living in 
the community, but my future husband was stuck inside a mili- 
tary compound. As a result we also received different kinds of 
information about what was going on. 

I saw all the shootings and the suppression of peaceful pro- 
testers firsthand. It was such a tragedy. It was not long ago that 
we finally got democracy, even ifit was only partial and the mil- 
itary was still involved. We had received so many investments 
from foreign countries. I thought our country's future was 
bright and that the economy would develop. So many dreams 
and expectations. There is no positive future under military 
rule. Just look at what is happening now. Kids cannot even go to 
school, more than a year after the coup. It is such a waste. 

Only the corrupt elites benefit under military rule. There 
are no opportunities for average people and low-ranked sol- 
diers. If a soldier dies in battle, the army says they will support 
their family, but they rarely do. Heaps of injured veteran ampu- 
tees sell books and do other menial jobs to make ends meet. 
There are so many you can't even count them. Low-ranking sol- 
diers are the ones sent to die on the battlefields, but the elites 
above don't even deign to pick up their dead bodies. They only 
move the bodies of the civilians they shoot in the head, and then 
only if it suits them. 

Although I never lived in a military compound, I still know 
a bit about what goes on in there. If you are the wife of a junior 
soldier, you are instructed to do whatever the wives of seniors’ 
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ask of you. You are not allowed to wear better clothes or live 
better than those wives. As a soldier's wife, you are expected to 
do everything you are told by those with power—and don't even 
think about receiving a salary. You are like a surprise gift, a fe- 
tus, that comes within a bought slave. Two for the price of one. 
Before the coup I had high hopes that our army could become 
like a standard army, with more benefits for average soldiers 
and care for civilians. Now those are crushed like all else. 

My future husband is a good man and I am proud of him. He 
chose not to arrest and torture people. But even so, at the begin- 
ning of the coup, he had no idea what was going on in the streets 
of the country. It took him a while to realize how bad the situa- 
tion was. I had to really be patient with him. We talked a lot and 
I managed to persuade him to leave the military. I told him how 
nothing was certain anymore, how our lives and property were 
no longer safe, how the SAC was doing whatever they wanted. 
You save up from working, buy something today, but the next 
day it might not be yours anymore according to the military's 
capricious force. 

I quit my job a month before we left for the liberated areas. 
My man and I quarreled a lot. I sent all the news of every massa- 
cre to him, constantly. I sent him all the videos of arguments, 
arbitrary arrests, beatings and shootings. He stopped saying 
nonsense eventually. He used to say, “Oh, it can’t be that bad”. I 
spent a month preparing our route and liaising with organiza- 
tions that help people escape military service. I didn’t tell my 
family until I was far away and safe—then I disconnected from 
them entirely, for their security. Until now the State Admin- 
istration Council representatives have never visited my family. 

Everything for our trip was organized and all my future hus- 
band had to do was leave the army. I told him I would marry him 
and I had organized his whole path to the outside. I was worried 
all the time, but he actually did it: he left. We avoided the mili- 
tary checkpoints, but it was still a difficult journey to the liber- 
ated areas. I freaked out every time I saw police or army person- 
nel. By the time we got to safety, we only had the clothes on our 
backs, nothing else. But our challenges were nothing compared 
to the innocent people tortured and killed for protesting. 
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My husband understood that he had been partly brain- 
washed. There is so much propaganda within the military. They 
don't think of people as actual people. They just see “obstruc- 
tors” and “terrorists”. They are not told that People's Defense 
Forces (PDFs) were formed organically by people after they were 
attacked by the military who had stolen power. They are told 
PDFs are terrorists who bomb schools and markets and want to 
prevent the country's prosperity. 

All people have humanity, even soldiers. They cannot harm 
and kill without reason. But because they are brainwashed into 
thinking pro-democracy civilians are subhuman, they shoot 
without mercy. I am so proud my husband never went down the 
road he was on within his division. If he was inthe military doing 
these things, I would be so ashamed of my life. I could not have 
accepted him, needless to mention my family accepting him, I 
simply could never have married him. 

More girlfriends, wives and family members of soldiers 
must talk to their loved ones in the military. They must explain 
the facts and figures and the atrocities the army is still carrying 
out. How innocent people, children and the elderly are being 
harmed. Every benefit you think you get from being attached to 
the military is nothing compared to the benefit of standing on 
the side of the people. Your children will be forever outcasts if 
they come from a military family. Think of your family and be 
brave. 

To all the wives of soldiers out there in particular, especially 
those with young families, you must convince your soldier hus- 
bands to be protectors of their children. Every man wants to 
protect their beloved family and property. Many are not leaving 
the army because they fear for their loved ones' futures. They 
may think they cannot work outside. But this same motivation 
should actually drive them to escape the military's clutches. 
Their children's lives will be limited and they will grow up as 
pariahs under a Myanmar that is military-ruled and the people 
outside are miserable. 

Wives must convince their husbands to leave the army for a 
better future for their families. 
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When all of this is over, I want to learn a foreign language, 
travel and then join an NGO to assist displaced people in my 
country. I want to work in a job where I can help those who are 
suffering and benefit my community. 
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Yay Khal 


My name is Maung Yay Khal. I'm a single Bama Buddhist. I joined 
the army straight after matriculation in 2016 and went into the 
Defense Services Technological Academy for three years before 
deploying to some technical departments, then to Mandalay Pal- 
ace. I finally left the military to stand with the public on 12 Sep- 
tember 2021. I had been trying to leave since April, when four 
people in my family died: my mother, grandmother, grandfather 
and uncle. If the coup had never happened, I think they would 
still be alive. This personal tragedy made me think hard about 
what I was doing. 

My mother was the first one to die. I remember her so well. 
I used to help her in the gold mines in Yamethin Township when 
I was young, in an area we call Moe Hti Moe Mi. My mother and 
I spent a lot of time there looking for and finding some gold. At 
first it was good, but once the Myanmar military got wind of the 
gold, they started swooping in to tax us gold collectors. They 
were very demanding, and if you didn't pay, they would burn 
down your hut. We used to run after digging trenches to hide 
our stuff and removing the roof of our hut so it wouldn't be tar- 
geted. You could say it was like removing a hat to show respect, 
except for the opposite reason. 

After my mom and I stopped prospecting, the locals in Ya- 
methin were forced to work at a crony-owned company, the 
"National Prosperity Company". They were extorted there and 
made to work double the hours for half the pay. But the locals 
we knew had no choice. Then after a while, the army just confis- 
cated the whole area and kicked the locals out. All the cronies 
and army people then came to compete for the gold there, even 
Thura Shwe Mann. In 2011-2012 there was a marching protest 
from Shwe Taw to Yamethin, but no one knew about it in the 
wider country. At that time as a kid, I thought these bad soldiers 
were not the real deal. I thought that if I were a soldier, I would 
not make trouble for the people and steal gold. 
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My mother always cared for me. She was hospitalized in De- 
cember 2019 with liver cancer. She had successful surgery and 
was discharged. She was put on medication on three-month pre- 
scriptions. Her health was going well, but after the breakout of 
COVID-19, my family stopped sending her to the hospital. They 
called a doctor to the home as much as they could. Then after 
the February 2021 coup, when all the doctors joined the Civil 
Disobedience Movement, it became harder to get treatment for 
her. I don't blame the doctors for that, though. 

I was stationed at Mandalay Palace at this time, and my fam- 
ily home is also in Mandalay. My mother desperately wanted to 
see me and was worried about the ramifications of the coup. I 
managed to sneak out and see my mom for an hour. She was so 
happy to see me. Her health rebounded, she started eating and 
recovering. Even our neighbor said that my visit was like a “de- 
ity coming down to cure her”. Because of this I decided to re- 
quest official leave from the army. 

We are allowed forty-five days of leave per year. I asked for 
ten days and showed my mother's medical record as proof. The 
clerk refused my application. I begged him to let me go to my 
mother. I told them I needed to take care of her. But they did not 
allow me. I was shattered, but I tried to rationalize it: I chose to 
be a soldier. I do not own my life. When my mother’s health 
started deteriorating again and I was in anguish. 

Soon after having my leave rejected, I was on duty outside 
in the city at night after the curfew had started. Late that night, 
a major in a military car passed by our checkpoint and explained 
he was going to Yangon because his mother was ill. He got per- 
mission to go all the way to Yangon for his mother, while I was 
not allowed to take a trip of ten minutes across the city to see 
my own mother on her death bed. I was so angry and bitter. This 
was simple discrimination. Two weeks later my mother died. If I 
had been given leave and could go to stay beside her, her health 
may have improved, she might still be alive. 

After my mother died, my grandmother died of old age. 
Then, my grandfather died very quickly after. He was on medi- 
cation, but suddenly stopped taking them. I think they both died 
of heartbreak because they loved their daughter, my mother, 
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very much. Just like that my cherished mother and grandpar- 
ents were gone. Then at the same time, across town, my uncle 
contracted COVID-19. He required oxygen and intensive care but 
it was difficult to get him treatment. Just like that, he died. 

People had said to me when I was 17, before I joined the 
army and started my career, that “there is a life guarantee in the 
military”. But the people I love are no longer alive, at least in 
part because of the military, and there is no home for me to ever 
return to. It’s true that I had savings from the military, but I 
could not even access these to pay for my mother’s funeral. You 
need to get the approval of four different clerks to withdraw any 
savings. I asked for three lakhs, but they wouldn’t let me. 

The fact that my own family suffered this much got me 
thinking about how much the whole country has been suffering. 
Our family was relatively OK compared to some poor families. 
What did the coup do to them? What is military rule doing to 
them? I know how bad the system is. I became disgusted with 
my soldier’s life, with myself. Had I contributed to my mother’s 
death? I was filled with the urge to leave the military. 

The country is greatly dependent on soldiers. If most sol- 
diers turn to the side of the public, there is no need for the rev- 
olution to shed any blood. There will be a flawless victory of the 
people. The reason people join the military is for the country, 
and for the people. Now is the time when the country needs its 
people the most. The right thing for soldiers to do now is to stop 
wearing the uniform and side with the public; this comes from 
the same sense of duty to protect the people as joining the mili- 
tary in the first place. 

I set a date to leave in September and planned it out with 
the help of a revolutionary organization. I went into the city 
from the base a few times in the weeks leading up to my escape, 
pretending to do laundry. By going out and coming back, I set a 
precedent for the relevant soldiers to trust me. When I finally 
left I went straight to the shops and bought the things I would 
need: a SIM card, power bank, and so on. Then I went to the Man- 
dalay bus stop. I immediately recognized a military guy, a soldier 
from one of the Border Guard Forces, boarding on my bus to 
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Yangon. At that time, I was dressed well. I had to rethink my 
plan. 

I went into the toilets and got changed. I put on a worn-out 
longyi and an old singlet. I took off my shoes too. I got on the 
bus. Even after changing, when the soldier encountered me he 
looked at me carefully. After two hours on the bus he asked me 
directly if I was a soldier leaving for the Civil Disobedience 
Movement. I had to tell so many lies to persuade him otherwise. 
I tried to make him take pity on me. He later cleared his doubts 
about me, treated me to a meal at a rest stop and bought me 
slippers. With the soldier on the bus, we didn't even have to stop 
at all the checkpoints on the expressway. This deception helped 
me a lot. 

After reaching Yangon it took two more days to get to a lib- 
erated area. The whole time I was petrified I would run into 
someone I knew. Many of my old colleagues in the military know 
what they are doing is wrong, but they can't manage to escape. 
Some feel indebted to the institution that feeds them. Everyone 
is kept in the dark about what is really happening in the country 
and just believe what the State Administration Council spokes- 
person Zaw Min Tun says. 

I stay in contact with many people still in the army. After 
several protesters were murdered in cold blood by the military 
at one particular massacre in Yangon in December, I checked 
with them. None of my soldier colleagues admitted to knowing 
anything about it. They only found out about it through me. 

Soldiers must reconsider their priorities. Did they join the 
army to protect the people? If so, they must leave the army, join 
the people and be warmly welcomed. 

And be quick about it. Open your eyes and ears. 
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Zwe Man 


Iam Thura Zwe Man. I served in a battalion that was under Light 
Industry Division (LID) 66. However, when I joined up I wanted 
to join LID 77. I was traded to LID 66 against my will. Let me tell 
you about that. But first, a little more about me. I had an unusual 
upbringing. I lived abroad until I was twenty-three years old. I 
always loved war and guns, gunfights. I was dying to join the 
military and be a soldier that is respected and loved by the coun- 
try's people. It has been my dream since I was just a boy. 

I was living abroad until 2016, when I was twenty-three 
years old, when I came back to Myanmar on a pilgrimage. During 
that trip I witnessed a military parade in Bago. The people were 
cheering and giving awards to the soldiers. It was great. As soon 
as I saw this, I decided to stay in Myanmar and enlist in the army. 
So, I went to LID 77 to enlist, with the help of an agent. I gave the 
agent my phone, motorcycle and necklace. He said he would re- 
turn them after basic training. But then LID 77 sold me to LID 66 
in Taungoo. I found out that I was trafficked for thirteen lakhs. 
They do this in the military. I never got my belongings back from 
the agent, who disappeared. 

I finished basic training in 2017. A week after I finished 
training, I was sent to Laukkaing District in Northern Shan State. 
I was there for over two years. When I got back to base, I had 
been put on the list of “hard-working soldiers”. I made a name 
for myself. Two weeks later, I was promoted to corporal. I went 
to sniper training, which took four months, then I went through 
psychological warfare and legal training. After the trainings, 
and six months after being promoted, I was assigned to Pyin Oo 
Lwin to provide security for the Defense Services Academy grad- 
uation ceremonies. That took another two months. Now we're 
up to 2019, early 2020. 

I was sent to Rakhine State. I fought on the front for four 
months. This is where I really distinguished myself. While my 
unit was trying to capture an outpost, I saw one of our men get 
hit and fall. I ran to save him and pulled him out. He turned out 
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to be the most high-ranking officer in our battalion. He had been 
hit in the legs; I was also injured while extracting him. I was 
given a medal by a commander of the Regional Operation Com- 
mand, who informed central command. I was immediately pro- 
moted to sergeant. 

I was then deployed to the battalion headquarters on the 
major’s security detail. From that point on, I worked security for 
him. It was my last post before the coup. When the first coup 
took place, I did nothing; in fact my whole unit did nothing. We 
just went about our normal work. I had no idea soldiers were 
doing anything bad at all. We lived in a bubble. The beatings and 
deaths were hidden from us. 

I first found out about the horrors when talking to my girl- 
friend on the phone. She related to me many of the things that 
were happening on the streets. Peaceful protesters were being 
beaten. In one case later, the army ran down and killed them in 
a truck. I felt awful. I had experienced some terrible things in 
Laukkaing, in Rakhine State and even in Pyin Oo Lwin. There is 
oppression, discrimination and breaches of human rights within 
the military. But my worst experience has been coming to terms 
with the coup. 

My girlfriend directly asked me to leave to the military. I 
started preparations. I started listening to the broadcasts from 
People's Soldiers, who provided guidelines and instructions for 
travel arrangements, food and living expenses for people who 
escape military service. It's not easy for the average soldier, who 
cannot leave their compound. It was even harder for me given 
my proximity to a high-ranking officer. I was not even allowed 
to go the shop just across the street from where I slept. But I got 
away finally, on September 21, 2021. 

I kept telling my senior that I had a medical appointment 
due. It took a while, but finally he granted me a morning off— 
but only if I came straight back after the check-up. I seized the 
opportunity. I left with my motorcycle, leaving my gun, gloves, 
everything. I picked up my girlfriend and we were gone. I 
headed to my brother’s place, who was active in the revolution, 
and we stayed there lying low for a month. I connected with 
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People's Soldiers. They told us what to do. Because I had my own 
bike, we simply got on and rode for four days to reach the liber- 
ated area. I lied again and again at all the military checkpoints. 
Sometimes it rained from 7AM to 6PM. Sometimes the sun was 
baking down. We just kept going, we couldn't hang around. 
When we finally got to our destination, it was an amazing feel- 
ing. 

Apart from my motorcycle, I left everything behind. I had 
eighteen lakhs in the bank. I had another two motorcycles. Some 
jewelry. My life insurance from the military would be about five 
lakhs by now. All gone. But it does not matter. I joined the mili- 
tary because I wanted to work for and be loved by the people. I 
left the military for the same reasons. I can find money later. 
Now, I am free from serving dictatorship, and only serve the 
people. 

Many people in the military support it blindly; they will 
never leave it, no matter its bad reputation. These are the ones 
doing businesses within the military, making money off the top. 
For many of them, when they joined the army, they had nothing, 
so money is everything. After years of corruption, for example, 
manning checkpoints and taking bribes from illegal logging 
trucks—it can be as much as 200,000 Myanmar Kyat per vehicle— 
they have enough cash to buy houses and farms, which they 
could never have dreamed of in a civilian life. Others are afraid 
for their families if they abandon their service. Some hope for 
change from within. 

But the military simply will not reform. The dictator, Min 
Aung Hlaing, is only working for his own benefit, and does not 
care about the development of the country. Under his rule, the 
army neglects the people; they do not care who lives or dies. 
While generals’ families visit foreign countries and enjoy their 
lives peacefully, soldiers are dying and being maimed, and the 
people are suffering. The dictator will not give up. He has paid 
off his successors to retire so he can continue his rule. 

OK, so, the dictator will not give up: civilians should not give 
up either. We must keep fighting. We have to be patient. Nothing 
is impossible. 
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Yin Le Le Tun 


I’m Yin Le Le Tun, 24 years old, Buddhist, and recently married. 
I joined the military in 2016 when I was just 18. I had already lost 
my parents by that time. My grandfather and two of my uncles 
are soldiers. You could say I joined up because I am from a mili- 
tary family, not because I really wanted to. I resisted for a while, 
but when the army was recruiting for clerks who would receive 
a diploma in computing as part of their training, I acquiesced. 

My grandmother was very happy with my decision. She 
thought that it would be better for me if I was in the military 
when she finally died, given I was an orphan and she was getting 
old. But if I didn’t sign up, I think it would have also been fine 
working in a factory and going to university. I like figures and 
accounting, so I would have followed that career path if I went 
to university as a civilian. 

What can I say? Life had other plans for me. 

I met my future husband when we were working in the same 
office at the Yangon Division headquarters at Mayangone Town- 
ship, near 8 Mile, two years ago. He was in the air force and I was 
in the army. I worked as a sergeant clerk in the records depart- 
ment at the time, taking care of human resources-related things 
like staff and soldier educational qualifications and military per- 
sonnel numbers. 

Life as a woman working for the army is a mixed bag. We 
have some unique opportunities and perks compared to men, 
but some things are harder, for example, it is more difficult for 
women to receive leave to go outside the base. Then again, on 
the other hand, we never have to go to the frontline and actually 
kill people. This means many of the women in the service think 
that what’s happening outside of the base is none of their busi- 
ness; they just focus on their daily lives within the walls. 

As female military personnel we are not allowed to have 
short hair. We are not allowed to wear shorts. We are prevented 
from playing music at the barracks. Sometimes when a senior 
female soldier gives an order to a subordinate male soldier, they 
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simply ignore it. We are oppressed in general, but we also suffer 
discrimination in the formal military hierarchy. We can only be 
promoted to the level of captain, and no higher, unless you are 
a medic, when you can reach colonel. 

Sometimes there are schemes that make it look like women 
can apply for officer training school, but if you apply you will 
never be selected. I was told directly by a male officer: “We re- 
cruited you because we needed clerks in particular. Why should 
we then turn a valuable clerk into an officer?” Clerks are also 
discriminated against and bullied by soldiers in general. Soldiers 
fear us because we are often educated and intelligent compared 
to them. They are afraid that if clerks become officers, they will 
outperform them, and make them look bad. 

After the 1 February 2021 coup, my future husband and I 
talked a lot about what was happening with the military. At the 
beginning when people started changing their Facebook profile 
pictures to express disapproval of the coup, two of my junior 
clerks and I decided to change ours too. The internet was on and 
off at the time. What happened was, they changed their own 
profile pictures while I was asleep, before I had a chance to fol- 
low. They were chastised severely. Multiple people reprimanded 
them. It was nasty. 

Then, after a pregnant teacher was shot by the army in Yan- 
gon, one of my pregnant colleagues slipped away to join the Civil 
Disobedience Movement (CDM); her sorrow was too much to 
bear, although she did not know the shot woman personally. She 
left very secretly and laid low. In those early days after the coup, 
I myself was unsure about leaving or staying; I was conflicted. I 
was worried about my family, there was only my grandmother 
and my two younger sisters at the family home. But after the 
atrocities started gaining momentum, when Mya Thwe Thwe 
Khine and Nyi Nyi Aung Htet Naing were slaughtered, I knew I 
did not want to be in the military anymore and had to leave no 
matter what. 

At the same time, my future husband was also becoming 
more resolved. One day he turned to me and said directly: “This 
is it. I am going to join the CDM. Will you come?” Of course, I said 
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yes, and we planned and finally made our escape on 3 April 2021. 
Then we got married. 

Those weeks of being on the military base while the military 
was shooting protesters were difficult. When Nyi Nyi Aung Htet 
Naing was shot near Hledan junction, I showed the news to a col- 
league and friend. She said simply, “So be it—they were told not 
to go onto the street”. Since then, I kept everything to myself 
and confided only in my future husband. Soldiers were becom- 
ing pariahs and there were social punishment campaigns online. 
I felt sick being associated with the military and was afraid of 
being judged by association and even socially punished. 

We were restricted to the base during that whole time, sup- 
posedly because of COVID-19. Once my future husband and I 
made the commitment to flee the military, I considered the pos- 
sibilities constantly. We decided to leave separately. He would 
make his move while on overnight watch duty. As for me, I came 
up with several ideas, and if all else failed, well, I would just 
climb the fence and run. 

The stress of planning our escapes was intense and I lost a 
lot of sleep. At one point I even passed out. This turned out to be 
a blessing in disguise—I asked for a day off because of my new 
‘illness’ and was given a half-day. On days off, and as a woman, 
there were a few particular ways to leave the base for short pe- 
riods of time, if you were lucky. That morning I walked up to the 
base gate confidently and said to the guard, “I am going to have 
my make-up done”. The beauty salon was in sight of the gate, 
but even so, the sergeant on duty did not allow me to leave. On 
the name register of approved excursions, three others were go- 
ing to have their make-up done later in the morning, so I waited 
for them and joined their group; no worries. I went along with 
them to do my ‘make-up’—as soon as we got to the salon, I made 
an excuse and slipped away. I was free. 

I darted through Mayangone to the rendezvous point where 
my future husband would meet me when he could. I was so 
scared for him, but he managed to give the guards the slip and 
we were united, for the first time, as civilians. We made our way 
to a safe place and along the way had to contend with several 
checkpoints, but luckily, we were in a private car with a monk, 
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so the military did not check the vehicle thoroughly. The monk 
saved us. We heard of others caught trying to leave the military 
being sentenced harshly—seven years in prison. If we were both 
caught, my husband would be blamed for my actions also. The 
officers would say, “It's because of you that she left”. 

After I made it out my dormitory roommates, some other 
colleagues, and my whole intake group were reprimanded by 
their superiors. The military also tried to smear me once 1 left: 
they spread word across the system that I was pregnant, that I 
was a drug addict, and they posted my personal information 
online, including my home address. But they have not succeeded 
in destroying my reputation and I am still in contact with sol- 
diers. I joined the People’s Soldiers and People’s Embrace organ- 
izations and am advocating for people to leave the military. 

It's tough to convince people to leave, especially women in 
a central Yangon base like ours, as they have a secure job, in- 
come and comfortable life; they only come to me online and 
open up if they face a problem. Those still working for the mili- 
tary need to understand that their pleasant life is only tempo- 
rary. In fact, they will be recognized as criminals in the eyes of 
history. They must stop believing the military’s propaganda and 
fake news. They need to recognize and feel the suffering of the 
country’s people. 

My husband and I look forward to some kind of better future 
for Myanmar. 

We do not want to hold guns. 

We will open a little shop and start our lives again, from the 
beginning, together. 
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Hla Min Kyaw 


I’m Hla Min Kyaw from the Yaw region. I’m a single guy and I 
have been in the army for thirteen years; I’m just shy of thirty 
years old. Back when I finished tenth grade, I was casting about 
for work, and there wasn’t much going on in my area then. 1 
would have liked to attend an engineering school and work in 
that field, which is a real passion of mine. But opportunities 
were scarce, so I sat, and easily passed, the entrance exam for 
the military's computer science and technology stream. 

Over thirteen years of service, 1 have had several roles. 1 
most recently became a sergeant at the Ayeyarwady Naval Base. 
I did alright there, my salary was about 240,000 Myanmar Kyat 
per month, but of course the army deducted 10,000 for “insur- 
ance”, which went straight to the Union of Myanmar Economics 
Holding Limited. Sometimes they would even take more than 
that, based on their own logic. Directly before becoming ser- 
geant I worked in shipbuilding. Whenever a navy ship docked, 
we had to work on maintenance and repairs. We got so busy that 
we only had one meal per day. I was proud to be part of that 
maintenance crew. I followed the rules and was diligent. But I 
had an accident and hurt my head, requiring surgery. After that, 
the hospital ordered my seniors to restrict me to lighter duties, 
like working on propaganda and with military records. 

I left my position and joined the side of the people in Sep- 
tember 2021. There were so many reasons I decided to do so. One 
reason is the atrocities committed against peaceful protesters 
after the February military coup. I was secretly using social me- 
dia, so I saw it all. I could not accept these events; they were 
pounding in my head in every day. You wouldn't believe it, but 
soon after the coup the head bureaucrat in charge of all the de- 
partments at the naval base organized an event where he tried 
to explain how the military's shooting killings of young female 
protesters Mya Thwe Thwe Khine and Kyal Zin weren't a prob- 
lem. He said that all the social media attention the deaths were 
getting was just from people hyping the deaths to try and get 
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more followers for their accounts. But I knew these were clearly 
atrocities. 

The other reason I left was because of the electoral fraud 
narrative that Min Aung Hlaing used to justify the coup. I know 
that is nonsense and hypocritical. 1 voted in the 2010 and 2015 
elections while in the military. In 2010 my battalion commander 
gave us a speech before going to the voting booths. He told us 
explicitly to vote for the party “closest to the military” (T.e., the 
Union Solidarity and Development Party [USDP]). He used the 
idiom, “if something slips, it may still fall into your pocket”, 
meaning that even though some authority was finally being de- 
volved to civilians under the new constitution, by voting for the 
military we could minimize the losses. At that time I was just a 
kid, so I did what he said and voted for the USDP. Was that not 
intimidation? Is that not electoral fraud? 

Then in 2015, I followed the National League for Democracy 
(NLD) campaign closely, posting stickers up and uploading pic- 
tures online. My Facebook account was so pro-NLD it was actu- 
ally reported by someone in the military and got taken down. 
The NLD accorded with my values and I knew they wanted to 
improve our country and grow its prosperity. I could vote freely 
in 2015 and I voted for the NLD with pleasure. 

I did not get the chance to vote in the 2020 elections. The 
military voted for me. I was denied my right to vote. It worked 
like this: there are advance votes, which can be arranged for 
people who are not present on the base at election day. In our 
battalion we had over a hundred people. But on the day, only 
fifteen of us were allowed to vote. People like the chief of staff, 
seniors. The rest of us were all prepared to vote, ready and ea- 
ger, but we were told that advance votes had already been cast 
for us. Is that not electoral fraud? We were disenfranchised by 
the army, which is terrified of the people’s will. 

For these reasons I became resolute and contacted a family 
member, who put me in contact with someone from a People’s 
Defense Force, who then connected me with people in liberated 
areas. I could not really trust those soldiers around me at the 
base. Because of the organization of different groups on duty, it 
was hard to know if anyone else had left the base since the coup. 
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There was propaganda spreading from the military saying that 
some deserters had been caught, arrested and interrogated. 1 
don't know if there was a grain of truth to it or not. 

I was certainly worried what would happen to me and my 
family once I left. I was anxious about whether the public would 
accept me, a soldier who had been in the army for thirteen years. 
During this time, when I was planning to leave but had not ar- 
range everything yet, the army attacked my small home village 
in Yaw. They killed eighteen civilians and set most homes on 
fire. The young and the old were brutally massacred. I was in 
tears; this was unbearable. How can anyone accept these atroci- 
ties? Any person with even a shred of humanity would reject 
them. 

I didn't have much money on hand, but in September the 
group People's Soldiers sent me some funds and helped me plan 
my escape. To exit the naval base, I had to go across a creek that 
bordered it. This was the first obstacle, I thought about it a lot: I 
just need to cross this river, and then I will face whatever diffi- 
culties there are on the outside. I was happy to take the risk be- 
cause I had come to realize I would rather give my life for the 
people than work for the benefit of an unjust organization. I 
swore an oath at that time. I would never kill or torture anyone 
in my life. By making this oath, I hoped that fortune would favor 
me to escape successfully. 

I managed to discreetly arrange for the hire a small boat. I 
waited by the creek one night when it was raining. The whole 
area was restricted, a military zone, I didn’t know if the boat 
would come. After forty-five minutes, I saw the boat and its pilot 
coming around the bend through the rain. I exhaled. He took me 
on wordlessly and delivered me to the other side of the creek. 
Then it was time for a taxi. It didn’t take too long to find one; 
once I was inside, I changed out of my saturated clothes. I told 
the driver to take me to a nearby small town. 

Once I made it, I had breakfast and found a safe place to 
bunk. I withdrew some money using the Wave app and took out 
my phone’s SIM card. Then I continued my journey in a hired 
car; it was me, the driver and his wife. They were sympathetic 


Hla Min Kyaw | 210 


and helped me with everything. There were a lot of checkpoints 
around and I only had a student card as identification, but every 
time we passed one the driver covered for me. He even told the 
soldiers that my bag was his wife's bag, so they never thought to 
check it. Right in front of us soldiers were cutting open cargo 
boxes and bags from other vehicles. 

When I reached a liberated area I met others who share my 
beliefthat we should work together to fight against injustice and 
the State Administration Council. We should not serve under 
people who stole power immorally. 

I’m here to help the revolution. That is my first priority. I 
will even give up my life. When the revolution is successful, I will 
serve my country as a civilian. There are so many regions in My- 
anmar without proper education, social programs, and 
healthcare. Places where there is not even proper electricity. So 
many villages have suffered from the military. When the people 
rule Myanmar, I will go to these places and set up mental well- 
ness and economic development programs. I will do my best. 
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Thuza Lwin 


I'm Thuza Lwin, 38 years old. I was never a soldier myself, but 
my brother is and my father was, and I married a soldier too. I 
am from Mawlamyine Township and my husband is from Taik- 
kyi, Ahpyauk. My father's military career was under the Maw- 
lamyine South-East Military Command, so I grew up in the bar- 
racks. My dad fought bravely for the army at Three Pagodas 
Pass, etc. He was badly injured, broken, and left the military 
when he was no longer useful to them. He became bitter and 
cynical about the army and did not want to even hear the word 
soldier anymore—it didn't matter that his son, my brother, was 
a military officer. 

After I grew up I moved around a little bit, including study- 
ing in Yangon, before meeting my husband, who was a military 
captain at the time. When we married in 2011, my father stopped 
talking to me. He died soon after without even meeting my hus- 
band—he had a saying late in his life, “If you want to become 
poor slowly, let your son become a soldier. If you want to become 
poor quickly, let your daughter marry a soldier”. Dad’s pathway 
through the military defined his life and his bitter death. I re- 
spected him but had to disregard his opinion of my future hus- 
band. 

I created my own path and walked on it. 

My husband is a good man. He was injured during combat in 
Rakhine State and had steel plates put inside his legs. They are 
not strong anymore. After the operation, when he realized he 
would be in pain for the rest of his life, he asked for permission 
to retire from the army, but he was denied. Instead, he grinned 
and bore it, rising to the rank of major. We have an infant daugh- 
ter and nine-year-old son and most recently were living at the 
Kalaw battalion. 

Living in the barracks can be tough, but since I grew up in 
military compounds I’m used to it. There is constant bullying 
within the military hierarchy. For example, if a soldier is genu- 
inely sick and requires rest, their superiors will still physically 


221 | Thuza Lwin 


force them to work. I saw this kind of thing all the time. My re- 
cent life up until the 1 February 2021 coup was better than most 
though, because of my husband’s high rank. 

Now, living life outside the army at a time of revolution, my 
son has forgotten even how to use chopsticks. He asked me re- 
cently ifwe had become poor, because of our new difficult living 
conditions. I tried to explain how we are taking back the power 
and remedying injustice. I comforted my son and told him he is 
not poor because he can still attend school. Still, it's not easy. 

Since the 1 February 2021 the coup, I have grown so mad, 
Everyone knew the National League for Democracy won the 
election, it was overwhelming, everywhere you looked you saw 
red, the party's color. How could the generals do this? The army 
eats what the people provide. It is funded by the public to pro- 
tect the public. The army cannot just insult the people, kill them, 
treat them as an enemy. It is unacceptable. I don't understand 
how some in the military used the coup as an opportunity to 
steal from the people. 

I will always remember the morning of the coup. My hus- 
band looked at me and said with gravity, “Something that 
should not happen has happened”. He was assigned to a security 
program the following day, managing street protests. We talked 
and decided that I should leave the barracks. So, on 3 February, 
I took the children and went to my home village to lay low. My 
husband continued his work and we kept texting on the phone. 
After a week he called me: “This week was OK, but next week I 
will be given the order from above to tell my troops to shoot and 
crack down with force. I cannot do that”. 

My husband left the army on 10 February 10, came to us on 
11 February, and then he disappeared on 12 February. I didn't 
hear from him for over two months until 22 April when his es- 
cape was made public in the media. It was hard. He had been 
keeping quiet about where he was and what he was doing for our 
safety. But once his departure was confirmed within the army, 
he knew we were at risk and had to join him. It was so good to 
hear his voice. I really thought he was dead. 
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I found out that he was the very first soldier to leave the 
army and was the only major to do so for a long time; until now 
only three majors have joined the revolution. He was the 2021 
pioneer who first reached the liberated areas that would later 
become home to many ex-soldiers. After saying goodbye to us 
on 12 February, he traveled far and directly walked up to sol- 
diers at war with the Myanmar military and said, “I am from this 
battalion, I’m a major, and I seek asylum here because I cannot 
accept the military coup”. He wasn’t trusted at first. They 
watched him constantly. 

After 22 April the State Administration Council (SAC) dis- 
seminated pictures of our family everywhere, with the caption 
“This is the major’s family who murder people”. We were in dan- 
ger. I gathered my children and took the bus towards the liber- 
ated areas where my husband was waiting for us. People were 
suspicious of us and I had to lie constantly along the way. I told 
one military man that my husband drove trucks in the jungle 
because he could tell we were a military family. 

Once we got far enough, we were met by people with guns 
that my husband had arranged to guide us to our final destina- 
tion. At that time shelling started. I felt like it was never going 
to end. Our chaperones told me not to be afraid and I told my 
children the same. But to be truthful, I was really scared. In my 
previous life in the army, these men were considered rebels. I 
was being protected, but I felt like I had been arrested by ‘rebels’. 
We had to go five or six hours through the conflict zone. When- 
ever SAC soldiers were close, we had to run. At the end of all 
that, my husband was not even at the camp we were delivered 
to. He was on active operations in the jungle. 

My kids and 1 still don’t see my husband much. He is always 
leading combat brigades against the SAC. They have a saying in 
the army that he often quotes to me when he visits: “In the army, 
you will be apart from your husband, whether he is alive or 
dead”. Now he is a people's soldier, this truth remains the same. 
But it is much better now he does not wear the Myanmar mili- 
tary uniform. Now my soul is clean and we are loved by the peo- 
ple, even if we are apart. I never show him my tears. 
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Our life was not very secure in Kayin State throughout 2021. 
We had to run from fighting, in the Karen National Liberation 
Army’s (KNLA’s) Brigade One area, and again when the fighting 
broke out near our place in Lay Kay Kaw. Things got better for 
us once People’s Soldiers and People’s Embrace and other organ- 
izations started supporting the families of soldiers who left the 
army. But not better for my husband, he still lives like a guerilla 
fighter. 

He actually hurt himself during combat recently. He fell into 
a ditch and did something to his legs again. They are not broken, 
but his mobility is bad. He has become thin and weak. The KNLA 
says they still need him, so he still fights and strategizes with 
the revolutionary forces. Our kids feel sad when they see other 
families with fathers who are at home and taking care of them, 
playing with them. I comfort myself by thinking, “He is fighting 
for all the people, and not for his own self-interest”. Recently, I 
asked my husband if he regretted giving up his status and leav- 
ing the army. He replied: “Why would 1? The kids on the streets 
are giving up their lives”. I am very proud of him. He never seeks 
the spotlight. He only has integrity. 

As for me, I try to live peacefully, look after my children and 
give handicraft and sewing training sessions to anyone who is 
interested. Everyone respects us because of my husband's revo- 
lutionary activities, even people high in the Karen National Un- 
ion. I help distribute aid from the people and plan for further 
arrivals of soldiers who leave the security forces. 

I tell people still in the army to leave as it won't be easy in 
the future. Many on the inside are depressed. Some tell me that 
the army has spread rumors that they planted mines outside the 
bases, to prevent escapes. They tell me my life is actually more 
secure than theirs; they feel like pariahs, like prisoners. 

I have lost contact with my brother, who is an officer. I don't 
know where he is. I don't think he will join the people. He pre- 
fers the way of the generals: eating good food off a gold plate in 
an air-conditioned room, while all around low-ranking soldiers 
are hungry, hungry until they give their lives in combat and are 
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left to rot in the dirt. Ground troops get nothing in the army; it 
is a scam. 

We all look forward to a better future after military rule is 
over. 
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Aung Zaya 


I left the military quite soon after the coup, in March 2021. I was 
a clerk doing office work at the air force archives in Yangon, 
ranked sergeant. I was in the military nearly eight years, all told. 
But to be honest, I really hated it. From the very beginning, I 
couldn’t stand being around the green color of all the army uni- 
forms. 

I had a job before I signed up. I finished tenth grade and 
went to work at a factory, which was well known for its indus- 
trial action. I got involved. In fact, I was a leader in organizing 
strikes and fighting for better labor conditions. We struggled to 
make a difference and even did hunger strikes. It wasn’t easy. 
My mother was very worried about me. She was trying to find a 
way to get me out of that situation, where I put myself at risk. 

My mom made acquaintances with the wife of a command- 
ing officer in the air force while she was visiting a branch of the 
military academy on an uposatha day. The wife explained to my 
mom that her husband, who was a colonel at that time, needed 
to secure a certain number of fresh recruits for the military in 
order to receive his next promotion. 

The civilian parliament had recently made a decision that 
benefited us workers, but the factory owner and the Ministry of 
Labor were not complying with it. My mother convinced me that 
my industrial action was not going to end well. I listened to my 
mother and joined up with the air force, leaving the factory and 
its problems behind. I was twenty years old. You could say that 
I was too naive to see things through to the end. 

I did basic training at the Phaung Gyi Training Camp for four 
and a half months. Then I went to Meiktila and continued train- 
ing, this time as a Radar Operator. After six months of that, I 
went to Hmawbi, Yangon Region, and the colonel general who 
first recruited me gave me my first real assignment. My mother 
had gotten involved again, you see. She told the colonel that I 
wanted to take the matriculation exam. I had actually failed that 
exam just before I went to work at the factory. Although I like 
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reading, at that time I was just reading what I liked, not the 
books I needed to pass the exam. 

Because of my mother and this colonel, I was assigned to the 
Mingaladon Air Defense Control Center for my first assignment. 
It was very comfortable and I was lucky to be assigned there. It 
had a huge library. As soon as I arrived, I even received the sti- 
pend for soldiers with dependent families. I studied hard and 
took the matriculation exam, passing with a distinction in his- 
tory. The chief commander of the air force presented me with 
an award in Taungoo, and I received a separate award from the 
Yangon Region commander. They gave me real gold as a prize at 
yet another award ceremony in Nay Pyi Taw. I really enjoyed 
working at that base. But others saw it as a dead-end job. 

My superiors started suggesting that I should move on from 
the control center. They said that other positions in the air force 
allow you to earn money on the side, for example, by taking jet 
fuel and oil procured for the air force and illegally selling it on 
the market. Some commanders do this and then split the profits 
with their subordinates. But I simply was not interested in that. 
I talked to my family about it and they also did not like it. The 
way I saw it, if I needed extra money, I could take on someone 
else's honest work during my free time. 

I decided to apply for a clerk position. I was accepted for 
training in 2016 and it took eighteen months. When I started, I 
was a deputy sergeant, and when I finished, I had become a ser- 
geant. I was posted back to Mingaladon, but this time to the staff 
of the headquarters, where I was in charge of a committee that 
issued rice, oil, and so on. We would sell eggs and that kind of 
thing to the people. We had to take photos of our activities for 
propaganda purposes. I hated this particular job. 

In the course of my work I learned that one of the clerks at 
the Yangon archives wanted to leave. He told me that his job in- 
volved working with army clerks, rather than those from the air 
force, and he just couldn't handle it anymore. It's not easy for 
people from the air force to work with those from the army. 
There's a big cultural difference. In the air force, many people 
are skilled laborers, they have a trade, and there is less bullying 
and discrimination from seniors to juniors. There are more 
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people dissatisfied with the 2021 military coup in the air force 
than in the army. 

Things are changing though. The army now has more influ- 
ence over the air force and navy. New air force recruits train 
alongside army recruits, whereas they used to have separate 
training. Long before the coup, when Senior General Min Aung 
Hlaing first became commander-in-chief, he tried to put the air 
force further under army control, but General Myat Hein 
blocked him, even though the commander-in-chief of the armed 
forces technically has power over the air force and navy chiefs. 
Previous generals Than Shwe and Ne Win arranged this by con- 
solidating army control over the air force—they knew that else- 
where in the world, sometimes the air force does not follow the 
army. I heard that in Venezuela once, when the national army 
tried to perform a coup, the air force disagreed and dropped 
bombs on them. 

Our air force had its own assault squadron until General Ne 
Win demobilized it. Since then, the air force, has always been 
comparably poorly armed. There was another attempted coup 
in Myanmar before Ne Win’s caretaker government, which was 
thwarted because an air force sergeant who learned of the plot 
shared it with his sister, who passed the information on to then- 
Minister Kyaw Nyein. The civilian government deployed a police 
squadron to the government buildings. The army was actually 
already marching over to the buildings to enact the coup. When 
they heard the police had been deployed however, they re- 
treated. You could say the army later took over the air force for 
what they had done. 

After the coup, even I, an air force clerk, was ordered to put 
on police clothes and go out onto the street to face protesters. 
The army was increasingly killing people in those early months. 
I felt sick to my stomach. Whenever I phoned home, my family 
would be crying. I started preparing to leave on 17 March and 
finally joined the side of the people and escaped on 3 April. I 
managed to escape with the help of a younger friend who left 
the air force before me. At this time, the National Unity 
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Government had not even been formed. There was no assistance 
for people like us. 

My girlfriend, who has become my wife, faced more difficul- 
ties leaving than me. Families of servicemen are forced to live 
on military bases, and this is by design, so they can be con- 
trolled. In my department, the superiors don't really notice 
much if a man goes missing for a little while; but if their wife or 
girlfriend is gone, they search immediately. It took two weeks 
for my love to escape. We ate our last breakfast at 8 Mile and fled 
Yangon. It wasn't too hard from that point on, back then the 
military and police were focused on searching people returning 
to the city rather than leaving. 

I just want things to return to normal after the revolution 
succeeds. I hope time will make everything alright. I am doing 
everything I can to help the revolution. I gather information 
from insiders within the military and report it to people here. I 
don’t want to kill anyone, but if it comes to that, I will. This mil- 
itary dictatorship has spread like a cancer for years and it must 
be rooted out, or we will end up like North Korea. The military 
treats its soldiers and the public like slaves. 

I can say this because of my experiences. In my work in Yan- 
gon Region, I helped host many top commanders, giving me the 
chance to listen to their conversations and hear their thoughts. 
The army does not know its place. It tries to be involved in eve- 
rything. This attitude is what has led the country into ruin. 

I did not like how Daw Aung San Suu Kyi approached civil- 
military relations softly. These guys cannot be dealt with that 
way. Only by using their own methods can the people be free. 

This revolution must succeed. Only if we succeed can we 
achieve equality and freedom. 
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Cherry 


You can call me Cherry. I'm 29 years old, from Taunggyi origi- 
nally, and married to a corporal who left the navy and joined the 
Civil Disobedience Movement (CDM). We first met back in 2008 
in Pyinmana. My future husband was keen on me and started 
paying attention to me. I was only sixteen years old. We started 
spending time together for about a week before my parents no- 
ticed and beat me. We eloped, married and that was that. Now 
we have four kids together, aged thirteen, eight, five and three. 

My husband’s father was in the military. He did not have a 
good experience. He actually left the army himself. He told my 
husband, “You don't know about military life. I know about it. 
Don't join the army”. But my husband thought differently when 
he encountered a recruiting team after we were married... It 
looked like he was going to go through and become an infantry 
soldier. My father-in-law and I both panicked and 1 begged the 
recruiters not to put my husband in the army. One of the recruit- 
ers put me in contact with a navy clerk, who I paid a lot of money 
to, and he made sure my husband went into the navy instead of 
the army. 

My man had a few different roles but was working with com- 
puters before he left and joined the CDM. First he was assigned 
to Rakhine State, where I had my first three children, and then 
to Mawlamyine Township, where I had my last. In total, I have 
lived inside military compounds for thirteen years; nearly all the 
time I have been married and almost half of my life. It can be 
tough on the inside for dependents like me; you can't follow 
your dreams, you can only do some private business, like sewing. 
There are a lot of military demands, like ‘volunteer’ work, shoot- 
ing lessons, physical and security training. These only increased 
after the military coup, with kids as young as thirteen being 
forced to learn. I once said that ifl wanted to undertake military 
training, I would have joined the army myself. Action was taken 
against me for that. 
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Although the military is close-knit, people do not always 
help you. When I had my first child, I had to undergo surgery 
during the birth. It was expensive and cost more than my hus- 
band’s yearly salary. We couldn't afford it, so the staff made my 
newborn and I stay in the hospital for a week after the birth. 
They barred me from leaving. Our battalion commander at that 
time knew about the problem but only chastised us, telling my 
husband and 1 that we should have saved up more money. Save 
up over a year's salary? Really? 

I only got out in the end because another patient in the hos- 
pital had a miscarriage and kindly decided to pay our bill. Their 
misfortune benefited us. 

Life could be very busy in the compound, especially when 
there was an important person visiting. The extra, unpaid work 
I had to do included digging soil, cooking, that kind of thing. I 
had to do a lot more of it after my husband got in trouble in 2015. 
He was struggling in the navy and decided to go away without 
leave. He went and worked on private boats for a whole year. At 
the time my friends and I reached out to him and convinced him 
to come back. We told him it would not be good for us and for 
his children, that they would be looked down upon. In the end 
he came back. There was no formal punishment applied to him, 
but informally we were both assigned extra unpaid work. Some- 
times we couldn't take care of our children because we were 
both busy with the extra work. 

In the 2020 elections I wanted to vote for the National 
League for Democracy (NLD), but my husband convinced me to 
vote for the Union Solidarity and Development Party (USDP). He 
said, “The USDP will lose anyway”. We were forced to rehearse 
voting in the compound for literally weeks. We were told by our 
superiors that we should vote USDP and definitely not NLD or 
other parties, all of which were substituted with fruits. Water- 
melon was NLD, oranges were USDP, bananas were the Karen 
party, etc. 

“Don't vote for watermelons or we will punish you,” they 
said. 

Of course, Aung San Suu Kyi won, and I was very happy. 
Then the coup happened. I could not believe it. 
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“How is this even possible when the NLD won such a land- 
slide?” I asked my husband. He just said, “They can do it”. I 
thought, this is over. It will be like 1988. But my mouth formed 
the words, “They can't do it again”. 

Well, the military still hasn't transferred power back to the 
people, more than a year later. Some of the people in our battal- 
ion were happy about the coup. They said the military should be 
in control for a thousand years. I argued with them. 

We were lucky in one sense, in that the battalion com- 
mander and other high-ranking people at the base in Maw- 
lamyine at the time of the coup liked us. In February, soon after 
the coup, my husband was sent to Yangon. I said to him, “Fine, 
go to Yangon. But don't do anything wrong”. He had to wear a 
bulletproof vest while he was there. He rang me and said, “Dar- 
ling, I feel awful. People are spitting on us when they see our 
uniform. We are outcasts. The military should not shoot at pro- 
testers only holding signboards, but they are. I have to get out 
of here”. At one point he was nearby when the military deto- 
nated a bomb. The situation was bad but I was scared. I objected 
to any rash moves. I remembered when my husband left the mil- 
itary the first time and that action's consequences. 

“Remember we have four kids,” I told him, “don't do any- 
thing stupid”. At that time quite a few soldiers were defecting. 
It was big news. “I am going to go,” my husband told me. I told 
him to wait again. “We don’t have any connections,” I implored 
him. He stayed inside, but was deployed to Myeik briefly, and 
saw three protesters killed there. He cried and then I cried when 
he returned and told me about it. 

Life was miserable then. My husband and I quarreled often 
and he was put under watch. He rarely ate, saying the food was 
the tears of the public. Then one day he left on patrol and disap- 
peared. After a week he called me and told me he “had to go and 
do something”. I was like, “OK...”—I mean I had no idea. The staff 
in the military compound were questioning me more and more, 
but my husband told me nothing, so I could tell them nothing. I 
didn't know if he had really left the navy or not. Finally, after a 
month, colleagues confirmed to me that he had joined the CDM, 
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based on inside information they heard from Nay Pyi Taw. I was 
relieved. But even then, it took a while for him to get in contact 
with me. Only then was I like, “phew”. 

When my husband disappeared from our compound, a 
bunch of others did too. Five other women and one man left. 
People in the compound speculated that my husband had eloped 
with one of these women. It suited me just fine! I told them, “If 
he left me, I will just go to my home,” and thought it would be 
good cover for escaping. There was a period of time when Nay 
Pyi Taw knew he had joined CDM, and I knew, but the people in 
the military compound did not know—but it didn’t last forever. 
Once they found out, I talked to a lance corporal I was close to. 

“If he really joined the CDM, you should follow him. Never 
come back to Myanmar proper until there is peace,” he in- 
structed me. He arranged for my departure from the compound, 
but there was resistance from one officer in particular. He tried 
to stop me from leaving. The lance corporal had to intervene 
personally. He asked the officer, “Will you take responsibility for 
the living and education of this woman and her four children?” 
To which the officer replied, “I will not get such a headache for 
these useless people”. The lance corporal said, “You have to let 
them go then. They are in trouble. Let them go or demote me”. 

Getting out physically was hardly a smooth process. They 
refused to let my children and I leave by car. One officer sent us 
off, then another, then we were put on a boat under supervision 
of five sailors and soldiers. Another woman was coming with me; 
her husband had also fled the navy. She told me, “Now I am out- 
side, if I do the three-finger salute, these men might kill me”. 
There was a storm while we were at sea. I said to one of the sol- 
diers escorting us that if we fell overboard and had to ask for 
help from civilians, they might not come to our aid, so unpopu- 
lar had the military become. Now I look back and think I could 
have been shot for such a comment. 

We reached Yangon, I went to a friend’s house, then on to 
my husband’s sister's house in Pyay Town. We worked online to 
set up all the connections, I gathered my children, and we set off 
for the liberated areas out of control of the military. There were 
so many checkpoints, but I lied constantly, and we arrived 
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without too much trouble. I just kept telling my kids that we 
could eat rice when we reached their father. I plied them with 
snacks when they complained. 

I’m much happier now we are free from the army. If we were 
still there, our children would be cloistered away from society, 
looked down upon and discriminated against. I try to stay posi- 
tive and look forward to a better future. 
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Aung Ko Ko 


My name is Private Aung Ko Ko, I am 29 years old and I escaped 
the Meiktila Air Force Training Base in September 2021 to stand 
with the people. Before joining the air force in July 20181 was a 
driver, just taking people from place to place for cash. I joined 
because my whole family is in the military; we are totally tied to 
it. My older brother is a soldier and when I was young I always 
respected and admired him for his neat and tidy uniform. Some 
of my friends also joined the army before me, and I was jealous 
of them ... I remember in the past that people respected soldiers, 
they always welcomed them warmly. To be honest, while my 
family also pressured me to be a soldier, I was receptive. I envied 
soldiers growing up and even later working as a driver and earn- 
ing money, I still envied their status. 

While many of my relatives are in the military, none are in 
the air force, so I thought I would sign up for that. It was the 
right choice because when 1 first joined, the air force was very 
comfortable compared with the army. We didn't even have to 
line up or anything. I was happy and we never went to the front 
line, we enjoyed our comradeship in the barracks. I mean there 
were still disappointments, like not getting enough food some- 
times or being cut off here and there, and there was discrimina- 
tion, definitely no sense of mutual respect. 

But it was better before the coup. 

On the 1st of February 2021 we were ordered to wake up at 
3:30AM and gather at the local football field. We were issued 
firearms and told to stand by. We had no idea what was going 
on. We only found out later that there had been a coup. Later in 
February I heard about what the military was doing to peaceful 
protesters. Firing weapons, arresting, bullying, killing. I felt dis- 
gusted. I wanted to leave immediately, but my mother was sick 
and begged me not to; I was stuck. 

My family is brainwashed. 

I know this, and I can say this, because I am a bit more 
knowledgeable than them. I have wider social connections than 
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they have. I had a civilian life. My sister tells me not to talk about 
politics and my older brother is still in the army. In the end, be- 
cause of wrestling with these issues, I could only leave the air 
force in September, eight months after I first decided to. 

When I first decided to flee the Meiktila base, I aimed to es- 
cape with some weapons. In the end I encountered some prob- 
lems, so I had to leave stuff like my bike and laptop at the bar- 
racks. I escaped with nothing and even needed to borrow 
clothes. There were a lot of checks and a lot of pressure at that 
time. Leaving in September was way riskier than leaving earlier, 
but I had to risk it. 

I reached Yangon and spent a whole week hiding there. I 
only had about seven lakhs in cash. I was followed by agents of 
the State Administration Council intelligence service at one 
point in South Dagon; they had identified me, but luckily I man- 
aged to run and get to downtown where I hid in a dormitory. 
They may have found me through my phone. I was using a MyTel 
SIM card and I kept forgetting to use WiFi instead. 

I left the air force without supporting any particular politi- 
cal party. In my opinion, there is only justice and injustice. Be- 
cause of the army’s wickedness and injustice, I simply could not 
participate. I had to leave. Another of my friends in the air force 
also left, and I estimate about two thirds of my friends have the 
same opinions as me, and some are even trying to leave. Some 
were detained. Some are on the inside but still help me by feed- 
ing me some information. 

Even the officers in the air force are tired. Many other peo- 
ple in the army are aware of the injustice of the coup and the 
military’s activities yet remain silent. We soldiers know even 
more than the public in some ways, about what goes on. But it is 
like these silent soldiers are just incapable of any action at all. 

I managed to escape Yangon and I am now in a liberated 
area. I must help finish this revolution because I do not want 
young people to be like me. When the revolution is finished, I 
will do charity work. You know, Myanmar has more resources 
than other countries, but our education system is inferior to 
theirs. Our seniors put everything they can get into their 
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pockets. Over in Thailand, soy milk is provided for children at 
school so they can all grow well. I want my country to provide 
the same. 

I still have contacts in the air force and I am always trying 
to get information from them and convince them to join us in 
liberated areas. 1 will fight back as much as 1 can to defeat this 
terrible system. 
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Aung Myo Thant 


Iam Aung Myo Thant, previously lieutenant sergeant in charge 
of the 45th naval industrial battalion at Mawrawadi Naval Base 
Headquarters, Yebyu Township. Im 35 years old, born in 1987, 
and I am a Christian with four children. I married young and 
joined the army at age 22. I already had a kind of career, cooking. 
I earned about 160,000 Myanmar Kyat per month as a chef, not 
bad. In my first year of the army I earned only 21,000 Myanmar 
Kyat per month, which depressed me. To be honest, I was kind 
of entrapped by the military. I do not want my children to trust 
other people easily like I did. Let me tell you what happened. 

There was a downturn and I lost my cooking job in 2008. I 
came to Yangon on the promise of a new job in a handicrafts 
business, but on the way I met a military recruiter who tried to 
convince me to join. I talked to my wife about it and she said to 
do as I pleased. I was a bit confused as being a soldier was not 
what I really wanted or expected. The army was just looking for 
new people, they had no love or interest in me in particular. I 
felt hurt and lost. But I gave it a shot, had a medical check-up, 
and passed. While undergoing the check-up, I left my wife in a 
separate room. When I returned, she told me things were not 
going well. I said to the officer there that I did not want to join 
and be a soldier anymore. I was asked to come to another room. 

The officer, I still remember his name, Sergeant Soe, told me 
they had already paid a lot of money to recruit me and I could 
not change my mind. Sergeant Soe kicked me in the stomach, 
slapped my cheeks. I was really scared and my wife was out there 
without me. 

“What did I do wrong? All I said was I do not want to join. 
Do not do this to me, I have a wife!” I cried. 

Before this incident, although I did not want to join, I still 
believed the army was fundamentally good. 

In those days it was not easy to call back home via tele- 
phone, so it seemed like I had to give up and join, but it was un- 
just. I kept arguing with them and was pulled out by a man who 
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turned out to be from the navy. He took me to a tea shop. I was 
very scared that if I continued like this, I would get into more 
serious trouble. The navy man told me that the navy rarely saw 
combat and he would take me in. So I joined. I went back to my 
wife, collected 20,000 Myanmar Kyat from her, as I did not know 
if or when I would be paid by the navy, and attended training in 
Phaung Gyi. I graduated from the military academy in December 
2009. 

At that time in 2008 and 2009 the army was in a period of 
expansion. They were dragging everyone into the army. You did 
not need to have any skills or abilities for they wanted only 
quantity, not quality. In fact, the army is still like this. There is 
only numbers, no quality. And there is definitely no status. 

In 2009 I started my duties in Rakhine State. I was an office 
clerk. We were often told there was a system for promotion: 
three years to deputy sergeant, three years to sergeant, four 
years to higher sergeant, etc. But that is not how it works in re- 
ality. It took me nine years to become deputy sergeant. There is 
favoritism involved: the office of the commander-in-chief rec- 
ommends and hands over their own men to higher positions. My 
most recent post was for six months in the Hein Se office, Maw- 
lamyine. 

There were a few reasons why I left the military after the 
coup. The first one is related to election fraud. As I was chief of 
staff at the time, I administrated some soldiers’ votes during the 
2020 elections. In the army we had advance votes and regular 
votes. In my battalion, only ten people had legitimate reason to 
do advance, or leave (outside constituency) votes. But two thirds 
of the entire battalion were ordered from above to cast their 
votes as ‘leave’ votes. That meant that I was the one who actually 
cast all of those people’s votes! Then, this motherfucker Min 
Aung Hlaing says that Mother Suu (Aung San Suu Kyi) stole votes 
in the election ... Did he not steal himself, through people like 
me!? 

After the coup they formed this ‘election tribunal’ and I was 
asked to go and re-examine votes from the township; I was or- 
dered to re-inspect votes from the whole of Yebyu Township. 
Now let’s do the math ... there are ten battalions in one 
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headquarters. There are four strategic departments and eight 
headquarters. Let's say there are on average only ten real leave” 
votes per battalion (but two thirds of every battalion were actu- 
ally cast by a single chief of staff) —so how many fraudulent votes 
would there be waiting to be uncovered? And I am only talking 
about the navy. There is also the air force and army. The army 
has more people, there are at least 15 to 16 troops in one battal- 
ion. 

Another reason I finally left is that on 27 February I was as- 
signed to Yangon for a short event and I was shocked at how 
scared people were when they saw our military vehicles driving 
through Pazundaung Township. I could really see fear in their 
eyes. When they saw our navy uniforms—they called us military 
dogs! I thought deeply about what we were doing: Was it wrong? 
I realized the Myanmar military is a failed army. They tell you 
lies. I started not doing my job well. I kept avoiding responsibil- 
ity. 

But I continued serving. 

Then on 26 March 2021, in Myeik Town, I saw a protest take 
place on the beach road. I was just inside a shop watching. The 
protesters did not even have sticks, let alone any other weapons. 
They were peaceful. The police fired smoke and sound bombs. 
Ten more police then arrived and opened fire with guns, killing 
four or five people. One dead protester looked about twelve 
years old, the same age as my eldest daughter. I have been in 
pain ever since that moment. 

Back at work, I hatched a plan with my colleague, who I will 
call Master Black, to leave the navy. But you know, the army pre- 
vents you from even using the mobile phone you bought and 
paid for with your own sweat and blood. We only managed to 
escape in October 2021. I had to leave my family to get out. But I 
thought long and hard: if I stay and prioritize looking after my 
family, I am not prioritizing the people as a whole. There is no 
need for them to grieve if I die standing up for the people. 

Master Black and I snuck out of our base via a forested path. 
There were patrol cars often at night, so we dared not use the 
main road. We went over a hill and down an old rubber trail. 
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Master Black suffered; first he broke his shoe, then he walked 
into a spiked branch that pierced his eye, suddenly blood splat- 
tered from it. The lower eyelid was ripped. 

“Tie it with your shirt!” I said. 

We finally arrived to Kanpauk Town in the morning. I had 
about 30,000 Myanmar Kyat in my Wave money mobile account. 
Our first plan was to go to Dawei, but when I tried to arrange a 
ticket I was asked for my personal details, so we decided to con- 
tinue walking through the forest instead. We went for so long. 
We ended up deep inside a rubber plantation after going 
through the Tanintharyi jungles, in an area where it is known a 
tiger lives. We were seriously worried. It took three days to cross 
that forest. During that time we did not even know what rice 
was. Luckily, I found a connection with the People's Soldiers, a 
group welcoming people like us, and could tell them about our 
situation. They took us in. 

Leaving my family was very difficult, but I had contact with 
my wife through the Telegram phone app. They were under 
pressure after I left. They had to report to the headquarters 
commander twice per day and were asked if they had any con- 
tact with me. Orders were given to shoot Master Black and 1 if 
we were ever found. My wife asked for permission to visit rela- 
tives but the commander hesitated; he only wanted to release 
her if and when my dead body was found. Inside the army, peo- 
ple also want to commit sexual harassment if a woman's hus- 
band is gone. In the end my wife and kids were released, but 
their journey out was also hard. 

When this is all over, I will open a restaurant with my friend 
Master Black. Rather than aim to make money, we will provide 
delicious meals for people, providing rice and nutrients for daily 
living. I will never return to the army. Currently I am building 
houses for ex-soldiers to live in, I have some carpentry skills. I 
have already completed one house for ten people and am cur- 
rently working on a house with eight rooms for twenty people, 
it's about forty percent done. 

While I am building houses now, if I am told to fight for the 
revolution, I will immediately join the people and 1 will fight, 
even if I go to my death. 
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Kaung Htet Aung 


I'm Kaung Htet Aung, 29 years old, Bama, and divorced. My wife 
left me in 2018. 

I come from a very proud family of civil servants. I was al- 
ways around the military growing up. I joined the military to be 
a good civil servant and to do my family and the public proud. I 
graduated as a private from training and became a production 
professional at an armaments factory. We manufactured a lot of 
mortar shells there. I think if I did not go into public service and 
join the army, I would have gone into metal work. It’s interest- 
ing. 

Over time I came to see a lot of problems with the military. 
I began to feel ashamed that the arms I manufactured were be- 
ing used to kill ethnic minorities. I did not kill anyone with my 
own hands, but I was culpable. I failed these people. I would pre- 
fer to go to remote areas of Myanmar and help these people be- 
ing victimized by the military, if not help them financially, then 
at least physically, however I can, rather than make bombs to 
kill them. 

When Senior General Min Aung Hlaing took over as com- 
mander-in-chief of the armed forces, I was initially happy. I 
thought he was a disciplined general and I enjoyed his speeches. 
I thought he was going to change the military for the better. I 
thought he would change the rules and soldiers would stop 
burning down villages like they used to do. Now, after the 2021 
coup and the horrors that he has perpetuated, I do not even 
know which words to use to describe him. 

Before he showed his true colors, in the months between the 
2020 elections and the coup, there was a lot of talk about election 
fraud on the part of the National League for Democracy (NLD). I 
never believed it for a second. In the 2015 elections, my fellow 
soldiers and I were taken in front of our commander and were 
forced to vote for the Union Solidarity and Development Party 
(USDP). We had no choice. We called these “pointed votes”. That 
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is what happened in 2015. That is actual voter fraud. And they 
didn't even win after getting us to vote three, even four times. 

They did this in 2020 also but I managed to avoid it as I was 
outside of the base on election day. I voted freely for the NLD; I 
know that if they are in power, our country and our lives will 
eventually change for the better. I saw the will of the people on 
the outside in 2020. Although I am no expert, I saw how the elec- 
tion was being run cleanly and fairly. But the military could not 
accept that their proxy party, the USDP, still lost even after 
cheating with their own “pointed votes”. 

At first, the Senior General said he would accept the results 
of the election, but after the election... As soldiers we are even 
told by our superiors to steer clear of politics while we serve in 
the army. Ha! Then why are the generals doing this? Always in- 
terfering? How can anyone trust them? 

And then after the coup, all this killing of civilians. I can't 
live with it. The army slaughtered peaceful protesters on the 
public street like it was a battlefield. As if the protesters were 
the enemy. Commanders told their soldiers to shoot protesters 
in the head. If I had been deployed, I could never have done it. I 
felt so much resentment when the killings started. There is ab- 
solutely no justification for this, ever. It’s nonsense. We pledged 
an oath to protect the people. Not to kill them. These soldiers 
who murder innocents are being cut down by their own oath. 

I tried to get out on 10 May 2021.1 did not have contact with 
any organizations who could help me. I just took my motorbike 
and rode off to another town. The problem was that I didn’t have 
any money. I went back my family home to get some cash, but 
on the way back I ran out of fuel. It was terrible luck, but the 
place I had to buy fuel from was actually a military-appointed 
administrator’s shop, and he recognized me, called my local bat- 
talion and told them I had joined a People’s Defense Force and 
had come to kill him. 

Well, the soldiers who came to apprehend me happened to 
be from my base and know me pretty well. They told me to come 
back to the base quietly and it would be OK. I went back with 
them. I mean, there were twenty of them, I did not have much 
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choice. They threw me in the base prison for six weeks. But when 
I was released, I found out that the commander did not report 
my actions to his superiors. He was giving me another chance. I 
was reappointed to my original duties. 

I kept manufacturing mortar shells, but I was resolved to 
leave the army. The next time, I did it properly. I contacted the 
People's Soldiers organization and planned my escape out thor- 
oughly. I waited three months until 6 September, and then I 
bolted. It was the Taw Thalin new moon day and I left the base 
at 2AM. I quietly pushed my bike through the local forest to a 
nearby town, where I left it with a friend. Would you believe my 
luck? The very next day the National Unity Government an- 
nounced “D-Day”. I had planned for checkpoints, but there was 
much more scrutiny than I had expected. I had to share a car 
with soldiers at one point, and my wallet was stolen while I was 
on a bus. But with the help of some kind strangers, I made it all 
the way to the liberated areas. 

If I had of been caught that second time, I don't know what 
they would have done to me. I was really afraid for my family 
and for myself. I didn’t know what kind of future awaited me. 
Although my family supported my decision, they still live close 
to the army, and they can never support me openly. What helped 
me along is the fact that the public was on my side. I even dis- 
closed to some people on the way the truth about my journey, 
and they bought me meals, telling me they were proud of me. 

Now I work hard for the People’s Soldiers organization. I 
hope that more soldiers stand on the side of the people. For 
those who want to leave but are afraid, I say: trust People’s Sol- 
diers. We will solve your difficulties. Everything will work out 
just fine. Once the revolution is successful, I will continue my life 
as a civilian, but until then, I will assist the People’s Soldiers and 
join in their missions. This is my life now. 
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Moe Zet 


My name is Moe Zet. I had some problems at home with my dad 
when I grew up on our family farm. He was not patient with me 
when I tried to help with the harvest. I really resented him. I 
used to watch a lot of action and war movies in my spare time. 
Because I loved these movies, and I resented my father, I joined 
up with the military, and eventually became a clerk at sergeant 
rank in the air force. I joined in January 2014, so I was in the air 
force for over seven years in the end. When I joined up, I did not 
truly understand what the military was like. But now I know. 

Please allow me to take this opportunity to focus on the 
rights and composure of soldiers. Although I was happy in the 
military for a while, I came to realize that it had many problems. 
I experienced these myself and I also saw them professionally as 
a clerk. There were simple things, like senior officers taking 
money supposed to be provided to juniors, for example to sup- 
port their training. But let me give some other examples. 

One of my responsibilities was processing the paperwork for 
soldiers’ retirements and providing them to the major general 
for approval. Sometimes good soldiers with even twenty years’ 
service had their retirement denied. The way that the major 
general spoke about soldiers trying to resign was demeaning. He 
insulted veterans who were injured and disabled, missing limbs 
for example. These guys would often sell newspapers or things 
after leaving the army. The major general said that by doing so, 
these veterans were disgracing the military. He had no grace. 
These were his injured comrades he was talking about! 

In my own experience, I had a simple medical problem, but 
because I was a low-ranking soldier, I suffered a lot. My wisdom 
teeth were jutting out and causing me a lot of pain. In my bar- 
racks, we had to cook our own food, and my mouth would be 
swollen and sore every time someone cooked anything smoky or 
flavorful. I could only eat soy milk and soft breadcrumbs. 

At that time the COVID-19 pandemic had already begun, so 
we were not allowed to attend civilian hospitals. We could only 
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go to military hospitals. When I went to one in Nay Pyi Taw, ex- 
pecting to be treated warmly, I was struck by the indifference of 
the staff. They could only book me in for an appointment far in 
advance. But it's not easy to leave the base and come back 
again... So, I went to another military hospital when I had the 
chance, this time in Yangon, and they said the same thing; they 
could only book me in to extract the teeth in over a month's 
time. The tooth never got extracted. 

They don't give a damn about us! 

After the coup, I made a few Facebook posts about how the 
military was driving tanks around downtown Yangon. Seri- 
ously? Is that necessary? Then they started shooting protesters. 
I was transporting bulletins and messages between army bases 
as part of my job. When I went outside with official documents I 
felt ashamed to be wearing the military uniform, riding in a mil- 
itary truck. I used to be proud going outside as a soldier. But now 
I was insecure and confused; I couldn't look civilians in the eye. 

One of my friends in the military told me he was going to 
join the Civil Disobedience Movement (CDM) and asked if 1 
would join with him. It was a big risk to ask me this. I think he 
must have seen my Facebook posts. I talked to my parents. They 
were concerned and said I should wait for a while. My friend 
asked me to leave in April 2021, but we only managed to get out 
three months later, in July. It was a long and treacherous jour- 
ney, but we were helped along by kind civilians. We eventually 
arrived in a liberated area, outside the army’s control. 

Now I am free, I am trying to help get things ready for some 
new arrivals, building shelters and things. I am active on social 
media, trying to assist people who want to join the CDM. It’s hard 
for some soldiers still on the inside, like I said, they do not have 
their full rights. But there are also many spineless sycophants 
who are in the army just for easy money. 

Then there are also men who are actually happy to kill civil- 
ians for the military, even though they know deep down it is 
wrong. Does killing satisfy them? Do they want civilians to be 
afraid of soldiers? 
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I knew many men like this. The military should have no such 
selfish men. The next generation should not be like that. 
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Master Black 


Call me Master Black. I’m thirty years old. I was in the army for 
five years and before that I was a private taxi driver. I want to 
tell all of you, the people, and particularly everyone in the army, 
to not be discouraged. Take care of yourself until the time is 
right. Many of us are waiting for you to join us, away from the 
military. 

You may think it will be bad for your family, for your chil- 
dren, if you leave the barracks. Yes, you can be imprisoned or 
prosecuted. But you can leave if you really try. Always remem- 
ber, the military is not telling you the truth. Do your own re- 
search, think for yourself: What is right, and what is wrong? Do 
not be enslaved. 

I myself could make it out only with the help of a friend. We 
had to plan very carefully. And my family is still in the military, 
both my father and my brother. I left without consulting them; 
it’s better that way, because they are less likely to be punished 
by the military. What they don't know can’t hurt them. I still talk 
to my brother sometimes on Facebook, and he says none of the 
family has suffered from my decision yet. 

Only now do I know what is right and wrong. After the coup 
I was drafted from the 45th Naval Industrial Battalion, where I 
mostly did office work, into the Rapid Attack Force in Dawei, 
which was set up to attack and detain protesters. For two 
months I was deployed against protesters. Sometimes we would 
hear the protests gathering steam and then deploy from the bar- 
racks; sometimes informants would give us information about 
planned or ongoing protests and we would head out. 

When we crushed protests, we brought sticks, slingshots, ri- 
fles and shotguns with real bullets. I witnessed civilians beaten 
by my army and police colleagues many times, beaten with iron 
rods and bamboo sticks, and many other crimes. I was ordered 
to attack protesters, but I avoided it. I stayed close to our vehi- 
cles away from the violence and said I would act as car security. 
In the end, I was reprimanded for disobeying orders and sent 
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back to my old job. During this busy time of attacking protesters, 
many of the army and police were admitted to hospital, as they 
became weak from a lack of sleep and poor diets. 

I struggled at this time of reckoning. My family has long 
been a military family and I have liked soldiers since I was 
young. I thought the army protects the country and the people. 
I thought everyone liked soldiers. When I joined up, my father 
was offered a lot of money as compensation by the military, but 
he didn’t take it. You know the army pays the family of recruits 
by age. If you join and have an eighth-grade education, your 
family gets eight lakh, ninth grade, nine lakh. But I wanted to 
join the army for other reasons. My father said to the officer who 
offered him money for me, “Do what you want, Mr. Officer” and 
walked away. 

After crushing the protests and being reprimanded, I came 
to understand right from wrong. I left the battalion base with a 
friend in October and walked all night. There were road check- 
points but we disguised ourselves as workers and made it 
through. I copped an eye injury and my shoes were destroyed 
from all the forest hiking. When we finally got to a road and on 
a truck, we were helped along by the driver. He said to us, “Just 
call me ‘captain’. We can pretend you are part of my road con- 
struction team”. It worked. We made it to Kayin State. I was so 
nervous as I did not even have my national registration card. 

Now I am safe, I think back to before the coup and after. Real 
news in the army has been totally blacked out since the coup. 
We had to watch the military news instead, broadcast every 
night. We could only watch Skynet. Our phones, and even our 
families’ phones, were monitored. Our superiors still take and 
hold soldiers’ registration cards. Before the coup I respected the 
military generals. Now I know they are simply liars. They even 
set up fake accounts on social media and spread propaganda 
that way too. 

They do it because they know they took power by force. 
They cannot win the people’s votes so they try to manipulate the 
people’s minds. The military party lost the 2020 election badly, 
even though the military cheated; I saw people vote twice. I was 
pressured to change my vote and so were so many others. If I 
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could have voted freely, it would have been for the National 
League for Democracy. They had good governance and rules and 
regulations. When they were in power, they did not prioritize 
authority for its own sake. That's what I like. 

Before the coup, people were not beaten like they are now. 
Both civilians and military recruits. The military had to ease up 
and back down because they were afraid soldiers might support 
the alternative civilian authority. There was some accountabil- 
ity. Everything could be posted online freely and then the gov- 
ernment would sue people later. But since the coup, it has been 
completely brutal. Everyone is beaten and worse. 

This is wrong. 


Master Black | 306 


307 | Master Black 


cc 
92002222CO29 


ç C ç CC o T ç € 
OR | PSOF2 FI OPO DONNAIN, sum 32000) 


j Ç € € C x € 
02602) yo Olll CU 000500095 9) gO 
ONO $006:6a00 639: 333e026e6006009 O20$6G02C$ Ss0loa0sı 


o 


° 


G% 3035 ds o 32008 SR e 020660090900 093201 co: 203 


TECH) 6 fe A sac 


o 


Lo 
O Ç O co C O € j O 
3900 PSSI oA || eta: 
L L L UL Lo 
E € CN € [0] 
coeolé:qpsgooo OVN ACOP SES J$, 
€ és O 0 € jl 
Ed ae aed COM GOICG [930 ousi 


acyp: 10232688 aD. [pe — am 


98 

-Qo 
Qo 

“On 


[9] 
[o] oc [9] C € 
9202:0602l (MECO: 60532020 Ri e COCGOD2CS$ 
C oc Ç So OC € 
COCO Sood sanegjdgsconwı OD ¿DIQSCOIOS 
o L [9] L 
O C 


€ Sa € 4 N es c_o 
S0022CODO$ 950 ODOOII 31600 nm opos gé 


Ç C O c oc CC € CN 
02|$2809 02000700060 WCOIQ|CsOIOCOIIND d 
o C e Coss e € OC>s jl € ə 
0402002 3203200899 $ EE ODOOII $6022 
CO € Ç x Ç Os 
0960226205 eobecluäc? 32609 32005 N 


¿00000 


Master Black | 308 


o 


ON 
WON: on 


c 
C 


o 


dal 
O209lO2GCO 


ooe[np 
dech 


o 

o 
o 
o 


[e] 


an 


o 
o 


c 


y 


c 
C 


o 
o 


scolı 
IL 
Os 
dë 000 
c 
cher 


c 


o 


€ 
0232002 


c 


Ga] 


L 
Ç 
ege 
pe 


9020260220» 


o 


So 


“o go oD- SE Go ZQ ¿Q oQ- SS 


2 odd "ST 
sR 8 as BFS & 8B 
£ 9% 8 G^ ve 6 A 5 ve 
2. Se (D ge o 8 2^2 
70 C2) g` 
°° um VO oc- ° eo “Q ) 70> 
eo z Md 3 ° 
Seas 4- © ° (3) gó 
© 8 o Es Lë om C9 
Go — Q? o ode Ge € (D 
x C 8 o U o Q 
067 Š > o2 B KS So 
q Eje E B 
Š ç os £ ge A = 6° oo 
Sang P384 
Ço OQ7 3 og CH O Š e C5 
gs 8 D) O "8 CA 2 T 
= "Er D G6 « 2 “O o 
VO. xp (9) A GER 3 (€) ce ES) 
E BIO Fi fe 9 
Š 3 (Š e Qo ES 
oQ- 5 5 8 Š 9 = CO go 
“Er ie oe ER 
o oQ- Kc eg oo [e] _ O@= © 
A ke" A 
Dah o Ë g 
2.823 m. 
SE vos E pm WO q 8 e “e 
EE 


32838 282% 


309 | Master Black 


€ C ` O C Ç 

Gene 2509056031 ol: gel Ei 0203602 d 3o5ooocooso [gé 
SCH P eg Boos: qi (86602 Ze? MUI 
o O CO CO 

ogj$e02202 copo: sos(025 6002 O202902(9 
° i 3 L Ot i L Lo 

oc ` € Ç € CN j 

320$0:002:960609 KAS a Well 
RN S ` Oeslë 

ə2 [36:6 05e 6o936o:«p KEE ey: :069[8: 


212 C O [6 
om Bjeqsopeose oS co. SEH 6 220290539» 


ii 


320$050303 so(9$00683 (8: O2 GONI 632 A 
0409 th ° 21 SI p» AL 
COoN oO Oo CO C IN 
Ë 83dqOd0SI sos[ü25coo animar: 2004936990) 
lo o 3 M O L L L L o o 


O> 33569 29]090296028 ROV:HEANMEHFONEEHE C 
CON e € E o Os j Ç 
SICH, (3: CODCOD GPO: eso:$o»053[03q0 O2 OJII 
^e oc Ç c Ç CN jl € Ç co 
393399/P92 are QPI O2OU!II 03|$6022e205$907 


all gd ge 000082 © 0008 
C Oo oc C. E € E " ° 
09$60250205 503€ MOP: CO2C02020000$0 00202560202 


C Oo CN Ç € C N C 
NGO ONO) 902020009 oocsonolı RFEMNOMDOCEeN 
ee 0»0006$ S o5sóso«p:[03: co:3c0609 
326GqQ00 eop3olopai 3202056050209 [6 Mrs oe) 
[o] o O C o [6] E C C 
9292:00) (0029060302229 0202 0 0002 OON 0002002 0) 
Ç en Ç ÇO oc @ Ç C» C C 
OD2$:G322C$OCSJC 9292:002 0) SH: e OD2$:G322C$OCSJC e 
C € C d Ç C 
on[anesae[aqr€s[Gajndeoze[aqoEd ll 03|$6027232600» 
O o o 


C € Eo O o O C o ` Oo O 
RE ODOOOOCCOO CUM OQOO2SOCO2GO$02 PAR 
Lo o L L ° JI L 


oc C 3] M Ç C C. 0 C CN 
DE 802091 3 cue Ale) GE (EE 


Master Black | 310 


DENEAN 
C C. [ae C C. C C C C 
nogico: meş opCO5q|6:029602005 

C O C N ER C C O nO C o 
6322000090290 ogo$coo3(8: Oger 33399 DOM 


Lo ° 


i^ 
c Os € c € o C o € 
aepo [ogos won 00630:69/:0026028/6000)2 


Ç C O C d C dek 
RFENTNZIMIDNEEN Qao ° 


ap C o.c o € CN H € Ç x 
3930063036 GEO OICGOIM) ep 029103010200Il GOIDGOIIC OO 


codzecgpmqoneoze[apé EE 
C C KG) o. C C CO C C C C O 
3aDspoooo 3(8: GOCEN OP NEED OE0 
A [0] C C o C C co 
C06:6000960!00 Gempol: 09$006020:0269:60l00 
¢ o COC ` 4 ç H 
el ele e KEE ee ORTON oo|šeos>oooo 
L L 1 ° Le L 
e ` € NGO ii d [9] Q Cc O dE 
MEIN 323000:s0€poo “clad sospcoesli 80309, cla, 
C C C C NON [6] C C 
Co6:680005C006q:320000060:32000000060900 — 00$6800C 
0 Cy [6] C C O O N j C NG ON 
ORAN” A REINA dä AD 3230 
Lo Lo Lo L o ° L 
C C O C C C O C ` jl C C O 
fer ag é[gaSsuSsac8 ssp manolo o2|šGoo5so 
o Cc C C N O Co C C d ` 
DOCO AOMP IN, 90500266000€ 0lecoo3opil 
ó L l o Lo J L red 


c cr MI OC. C ^ ec fe 
329 029800 (apogo:o EI 3220250206:9C00$ o86:8: 
l L 9 o 


coc € o (uc c A € 
esoo5O6:sae [nop 6:eop o (g$oB:02:[g60 ODOOII INN 
L O L 
` ° 


oc fe € € Ç C C 
Bm 2000C:329$60202 020060220060 COs 


O 


L 

€ oN jl € ^e C Cc oc € 
32695Cq|005:99qo0 non 3233200; 0002000 POOPEERE 
J o o L O o 


DEAN (3 53 (8: oNc:rs (Skynet) Š 
“ezo I Be ° i a y 


o 
o 


o 


9/57 


c 


= 


L 
° 
o 

L 


° 


ONMO 


Š! JoJo 


c 
05:9GO0GO00 39260) 
Cc O 

$ 


a 
0290000] 


c 


oigo 


` 


ne 
CRESICOLIÓN 


o 
o 


0» 
no 


gem EN 

cfe 

cooec [Š 
00° 


311 | Master Black 


$ 


CC 
ININA 


O 


c 


o 


o 


M 


L 


CN jl e 
00020640 OM 
C 


c 


Ol 


CN 
(210 PPI 0 PIO SP) 


o 
o 


eg 


€ ` 
3,3010 


c 


° 


ò Jal co 


II NED © 
° 
L 


Ç 
MU 
€ 
22 


Ooll 
ofa: 
iL 


o 
o 


oN 


60599 


gem G 
ad 


Beet AR Mel 
CO C, O " 
s Cop? Wer pr 


C 


Ó 
G 


IL 
NN 
sp 


° 
Gs 


ODII 09$6009220 


c 


ON osx 
COO 339ulon 
L ° 


Ç E € 
¿OPI RE 


St 


o 
o 


c 


COEP 


c 


QƏGo:səCo2oo5soeC 
SEN E el 
O 
o» 
L 


` 


° 


c 
o RFEMN 


ell 323] 


IL 


860:IN 


o 


o 
o 


OD 


o 
o 


O 9 


c 


° 


Lo 


° 


03|$6025»090» 


M 


0605032683 


o 
o 


all 
ecpespeoli 


[03900 


Co 
c 


[e] 
MOIN 


6920/01 
326029 


Master Black | 312 

C E € Q Co ON C 

o»[go:32«6220:396]6eq:0 GOCO20296020$02320202 
t í 171 6 


` 5 € € o Co 
3aecopeosseo'o»oo!l FINN MOSER], 3 


o 0 Ç OC y Co ç (e ° o 
322$C0$02 ëtt OCCU: 320:09006$ DEAN 
L O L L L O L 


NES jl ` o c fe € ° 
OD s°àC9O ol 3 coo 32200222065 ¿NODO C930 
C [e `x C oc O Co ə ^e € 
EES EE De 32 ° o5Šes<[8: 3230000 
30302960200 E 30226 [03 cloos 
p cio A la 


^e CC E c € 
39300906020 €072607262$020)II 


313 | Htin Shar 


Htin Shar 


My name is Htin Shar. I am 26 years old and now that I am finally 
out of the military, my aim is to spend my life peacefully with 
my family and run a small business. In eleventh grade I took an 
economics major at school and really enjoyed it. I admired my 
economics teacher. In those days, I dreamed of applying to the 
University of Economics and becoming a businessperson. But I 
ended up stuck in the army instead, through an unfortunate se- 
quence of events eight years ago. 

Back when I finished school, I volunteered as a teacher with 
local students at my hometown in Ayeyarwady Region. I was just 
passing time until I turned 18 years old. I am Kayin and a Chris- 
tian, but I am not a strong believer. I don't mind going to mon- 
asteries and pagodas. Anyway, back then, a friend of my father 
visited our town and learned what I was doing and that I had 
finished the matriculation exam. He said he could give me a job 
maintaining airplanes. It sounded interesting, but I didn't really 
understand the ramifications of accepting. I just went along with 
him, and at one point I asked him about the details of the job. He 
clicked his fingers. 1 didn't get it. Then he told me I would be 
shooting a gun. I would be a soldier. I was struck dumb in disbe- 
lief. 

But I was already on the way to the recruiting unit. He was 
my father’s friend. 

At the recruiting unit there were four or five other new re- 
cruits. All we did for a while was eat, sleep and repeat. The other 
guys said their families had been given reward money for join- 
ing the military, and that we were going to do military training 
and learn how to shoot. I wasn’t sure about that— my father did 
not get any money from his friend, and I still thought I wouldn't 
have to become a real soldier. 1 thought maybe I would have to 
do the training only “on paper”, to convince the Pathein Basic 
Military Unit I had done it, so I could then fix the airplanes. But 
I was wrong. 
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Even so, after basic training and everything, I did eventually 
get a higher non-combat position, being in charge of the Coor- 
dination and Regulatory Committee at an air force base head- 
quarters. I ran a lot of campaigns for soldiers and their families, 
as well as for civilians. My committee did things like selling af- 
fordable meals at events, for example at hospitals during the 
elections. Most of my work was trying to improve the public’s 
perception of the military; we had to try and increase the peo- 
ple's devotion to the military. Sometimes it was good but some- 
times I felt extremely guilty. 

Once, our superiors commanded us to go to a monastery to 
offer meals to the monks. We were instructed to go there and 
film the process, with the video to be submitted for the higher- 
ups to use. It went OK, but one of the monks did not look com- 
fortable with my filming him, he just stared at me in this uneasy 
way as I filmed him. He stopped eating his meal. I kept filming 
him, for like 15 minutes. I felt so sad deep down. He obviously 
did not want me to film him, but I had been ordered to. 

Even before the coup I began to feel like my life was mean- 
ingless, giving all my energy to creating propaganda for the 
Tatmadaw. Even offering these meals to the monks was just a 
part of their scheme. During COVID-19, when we distributed 
many affordable meals to the needy, all the military really 
wanted were photographs. Sometimes I got told off for taking 
poor photos of our desperate meal recipients. Worse than this is 
that I had to prepare PowerPoint presentations and other prop- 
aganda, writing about how good the military is. I started feeling 
less disappointed with my life and more furious at what I was 
doing, and at the military. 

Then the coup happened. 

I was effectively a clerk, so I had no idea what had happened 
on the actual day of the coup. We knew something was going on 
only by the actions of other soldiers. At that time the phone lines 
were cut off. We learned about the coup officially only a few 
hours later at around 8AM. It was devastating. I felt like the 
army were colonizers, and we the people, the colonized. Of 
course, there were rumors since the 2020 elections (when many 
soldiers did not even get to choose their votes) that the military 
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was going to take power no matter what, but I thought that was 
impossible. After the coup the army has run the line that the 
power grab was in fact a constitutional transfer of power. It's 
obviously nonsense, but I know that given enough time, false- 
hoods can become truth. 

I realized my side. My desire to leave the army and join the 
people took form. 

It was not easy to leave. One friend and I finally took the 
chance on 3 July 2021. At that time COVID-19 mitigation regula- 
tions meant that no one was allowed to leave the air force base. 
I literally searched the perimeter for holes in the fence to get 
out—so carefully, because my bunkmates and other friends 
could easily notice what I was doing. I had to watch my mouth 
too. The rains were heavy, so I prepared well for the trip. One 
time when we were off-duty and allowed to visit the market I 
bought raincoats, shoes and a really good, big bag, then I had to 
sequester it all away so my bunkmates didn't suspect anything. 
It was really difficult in such a small barracks. 

The best day to leave would obviously be Saturday or Sun- 
day, as the rollcall is on Monday, giving us a couple of days’ head 
start. We got up early on Saturday morning and went through a 
hole in the fence we identified earlier. The huge backpack was 
fit to burst with all of our belongings. Once we were out, it didn't 
take long for us to be apprehended. A guard soldier saw us walk- 
ing and called out, “Where are you going?”. We didn't answer, 
but we stuck our chins out and looked him up and down. He kept 
staring at us but we went on our way. 

Soon after, we came across motorcycle taxis who took us to 
the highway. We went past an army checkpoint; they looked at 
us intently, but they also didn't stop us. We managed to get to 
the bus station and caught a bus into Kayin State. The bus trip 
itself was unexpected. We were taken in by an older woman. Her 
heart was close to ours and she took care of us. She did not ask 
us what we had done or where we were going. She told the army 
soldiers at every single checkpoint that we were her family and 
traveling with her. She was amazing. When we finally parted 
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ways, she looked at us as the bus departed with such a worried 
look. 

When we left the bus, we slept one night in the forest and 
met a Karen National Union soldier and a clerk participating in 
the Civil Disobedience Movement. They took care of us and we 
finally reached a liberated area, out of control of the army, and 
full of people like us. Once we were there, we discovered that 
one of our former soldier colleagues at the air force base had 
also left and arrived earlier. It turned out that we were not the 
first to abandon the army and choose the people from our base, 
but we had no idea at the time. 

Now I live simply and help the resistance by encouraging 
soldiers to join with the people. It is very difficult, as many sol- 
diers have a very basic education; even if they know their supe- 
riors in the army are bad, even ifthey sympathize with the wider 
public, they cannot imagine what kind of job they would do out- 
side the military with no education. They also think they are in- 
debted to the military institution for taking them in and paying 
their salary. 

And then, many in the air force have scams going. They un- 
derreport the use of petrol and then sell it on. This is just one of 
many scams that makes them a lot of money; not higher staff, 
but regular staff at the air force. Some earn four to twenty lakh 
per week just from cooking the books and stealing petrol. Some 
of these people are illiterate. They will never leave as they could 
never make such money outside the military. But if there was a 
real fight, these craven opportunists would never actually hold 
a gun for the army. They would just run. 

I want the army and air force soldiers to follow in my foot- 
steps. I want them to enjoy the love of the public, just as I do 
now, rather than deserve and receive their hatred. 
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Phyo Win Aung 


I'm Phyo Win Aung and this is the story of how I joined and left 
the military, went protesting and ultimately came to a liberated 
area out of control of the Myanmar army. I wasn't in the military 
for very long. I’m 23 years old, but when I joined up the clerks 
recorded my age as 21. I only made it to the end of eighth grade 
in my education. 

I've wanted to be a chef since around fifth grade. Back dur- 
ing the school holidays as a kid I used to help in my friend's 
kitchen and work as a cook. I also waited tables and did dishes. I 
finally dropped out of school because my parents' economic sit- 
uation was bad. I kept working in the food industry and became 
a food fryer. Although in that job I definitely helped my family, 
it was tricky to save any real money. I thought that if I could save 
a bit, I could do further vocational study and improve my pro- 
spects. I was fortunate: when I asked my boss about it, they un- 
derstood and helped me to go and study. But after leaving and 
trying to study, I only lasted five days without a job... 

Although I wanted to study, I happened to meet someone 
from Myanmar Post and Telecommunications (MPT) who said 
they could get me better paying work maintaining MPT infra- 
structure in Rakhine State. So, I left the food industry and fore- 
went the training opportunity provided by my employer. I went 
to Rakhine State and became a tower technician. 

I would sometimes work late at the MPT office and occasion- 
ally fix towers with other staff in rural areas late at night. One 
night our car came under attack. Two gunshots rang out 
through the darkness. The first one seemed to miss but the sec- 
ond one hit the right side of the car. I was the one driving, so I 
quickly turned off the headlights and increased speed. We got 
away. 

In Sittwe Town the next morning some members of the Ara- 
kan Army approached me at a local teashop. 

“Was that your car last night?" they asked. 

"Yes, I was working on the tower and it got late," I replied. 
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“If night comes, you should sleep in the forest,” they warned 
me. 

This experience was rattling. I couldn't work in such condi- 
tions. I thought about what to do. In the end, I went back home, 
and after some phone calls, one of my acquaintances said I could 
come to the local Myanmar army battalion base and be re- 
cruited. That's the winding story of how I ended up in the mili- 
tary. 

I went to the base and was first asked to clear all the brush 
and tall grass surrounding the perimeter with a machete. That 
was hard work, but afterwards I was allowed to join up and eve- 
rything was pretty good, at least for about a month, while I 
stayed at that base. After that I went to Taungoo to take the med- 
ical exam and formally register. I filled out a bunch of forms, had 
my fingerprints taken and joined a division. We then began 
proper training. 

We had a strict lifestyle, with dinner at 6:30PM, night study 
until 9:30PM, and then we would be beaten if we did not make 
the deadlines. We were forced to drink a huge amount of milk 
every day and eat soup made with uncooked lentils. The training 
went for another month, but after graduation, the battalion I 
joined was not released for active duty. We were instead told to 
train to join the parade for National Armed Forces Day. I was 
ecstatic at the chance to participate in this, which I thought was 
an elite and exclusive exercise. 

However, we basically just had to march for days under the 
hot sun of Nay Pyi Taw. Once I was told to walk to the parade 
grounds, over three kilometers away, at 1:30AM in the morning. 
Although I found it hard to take, there were also girls who would 
come out and put flower garlands over us at rehearsal, which 
filled me with joy. In the end, after nearly a month of practice, 
and just before the big parade day, I contracted COVID-19. I had 
to leave and stay at one of the training centers. 

After I felt a bit better the center put me to doing manual 
labor like moving logs. It was back-breaking work and I still have 
pain from it. I was told I would have to train at the center for 
another three years. The senior officers in the military are like 
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the spirits in the plane between heaven and earth. They suck up 
to those above them and oppress those below. They certainly do 
not give a shit about the freshest recruits, that's for sure. 

None of us even had any idea there had even been a coup 
when it happened. At that time we had to ask permission to use 
Facebook. 

I decided to leave the army on 15 February, two weeks after 
the coup. Over the year I had become close with some of my sen- 
iors at the training center. I took a risk and told them I was going 
to leave. I asked them, “Can you help me get out? If you can't, 
just put me in solitary confinement”. They are good people. 
They said I was doing the right thing and agreed to help. It took 
three days to plan everything out. My escape would be during a 
night when I was on guard duty. 

Every night guards would be on duty in two-hour shifts. On 
my night of escape a deputy sergeant was on first watch, a ser- 
geant on second, and a private on third. I was on fourth. When 
it was my turn I woke up and started doing favors. 1 gave the 
private a mosquito net and made him coffee that I spiked with 
Burmeton (a kind of cold medicine that makes people drowsy). I 
spent 5,000 Myanmar Kyat on a few bottles of army rum and 
some snacks for the sergeants. Everyone got drunk and drowsy 
and had fallen asleep one hour into my watch, perfectly accord- 
ing to plan. I could now move freely. 

One of my seniors then snuck out and brought me a change 
of clothes. I’m really grateful to the people on the inside who 
helped me. Their circumstances prevent them from leaving the 
army, but their hearts are good. I think around half of the people 
in the army would like to leave. But there are many reasons that 
prevent them from doing so. 

My senior friend took me to the back of the base and I ran 
across the army cemetery and got out. I ran down the main road 
that goes to Bago and Phaung Gyi. As luck would have it, there 
was a COVID-19 checkpoint full of police, even at this time in the 
morning. I was worried because although friends had helped me 
escape, there was still no way for me to bring my national ID 
card, deep inside the base—and I left my army boots at the base, 
so I did not have any shoes. 
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I walked along the road. There was a long traffic jam leading 
up to the checkpoint. I went straight up to the police and said I 
was coming home from singing at a KTV bar. They told me to 
call my mother to confirm the story. When I rang her, she played 
along perfectly. She did not know I was leaving the army. With- 
out any foreknowledge, my mom said all the right things and the 
police let me through. This was the major hurdle that morning. 
Three hours later, at about 4:30AM, I found a bamboo forest. 

There, a few people were already out harvesting bamboo. It 
was tricky as I only had the light of my phone and bare feet. I 
called out to the harvesters and decided to trust them with my 
story. They understood and helped me a lot. Thanks to them, I 
managed to make it back to Yangon eventually, some three 
weeks later. Once I was in the city I started protesting on the 
streets with the crowds right away. I protested in Yangon as well 
as Ayeyarwady Region. The protests were met with so much vi- 
olence. 

The situation was so bad that I decided to go back to my 
home village. My mother still did not understand that I had left 
the army for good. I didn’t want to get her in trouble, so I just 
told her I was on leave. I borrowed a motorcycle and went to 
protests in Magway, Min Bu, Salin and Ye Nan Chaung, then on 
to Mandalay. I didn’t know anyone in Mandalay and even had to 
sleep on the street at the beginning. But people were very wel- 
coming. Just like the army takes in any random recruit, so the 
protesters took in anyone willing. 

I decided to head back to Yangon on my motorcycle and see 
my sister, who lives in an outer township. I called my mother 
and told her I was protesting. I asked her for money, even 
though she lives hand to mouth. She sent me one lakh and said 
she gained strength from my convictions. 

On the expressway I dared not go through the Mile 115 
checkpoint. There’s a way to get around it, but it involves going 
off-road and crossing a flooded section. When I tried to cross the 
water, I hit rocks and collided with other motorbikes and people 
doing the same thing. It was messy. Some villagers helped me 
pull my bike out, but it wouldn’t start. The local mechanic had 
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to look at it. Luckily he fixed it the same day and I arrived in 
Yangon late that night. 

After arriving at my sister's, I learned that some of my old 
army colleagues had identified me from photographs of pro- 
tests. This was the sword in my grave. They were preparing to 
arrest me. I was always protesting very much in public, so it was 
only a matter of time, I suppose. Because they knew about my 
family, they came to my sister’s neighborhood, pretending to be 
civilians and asking about me. But the people in that ward had a 
lot of solidarity and lied to the army, saying they’d never seen 
me before. I was bringing too much pressure to them, and to my 
sister, so I had to move on. 

I was low on cash but borrowed a little from a friend. I went 
up to Taungoo, which I knew OK from my military days. I laid 
low for a couple of weeks and did some odd jobs. The situation 
was changing. I saw someone arrested in front of the place I was 
staying just for watching a political video on Tik Tok. After that 
I was asked to move on by my host. I thanked them for taking 
care of me for a little while at least and moved on yet again. 1 
didn't know where to go except back to my family home. 

The bus fare was 25,000 Myanmar Kyat, but the train fare 
was only 2,000, so I went with that. Unfortunately soon after de- 
parting Taungoo two of the carriages derailed, delaying the trip 
substantially and encouraging travelers to mingle. I just wanted 
to be left alone. As luck would have it, right next to me a soldier 
was sitting. I bought him alcohol to get him drunk. I thought that 
if I didn’t, he would try to ask me things, and come to suspect 
me. 

I arrived back to the area of my village during the daytime, 
but it was too intense to go in. I waited until nightfall. Even in 
my own home the coup forced me to sneak around like a scared 
cat. I was tense and miserable. I just sat in my home, avoiding 
people and potential military informants. I was looked after by 
my mother for ten days like that. This was when I reached out 
through social media on my little brother’s phone to the Peo- 
ple’s Soldiers organization. 

They sent me money to pay back my mother for her assis- 
tance to me since the coup (she had even taken out a loan) as 
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well as money to cover my travel and living expenses. They 
helped me a lot. I stood tall and went to Yangon and then on to 
the liberated area. Since then I have worked tirelessly for this 
organization, with all my strength, for the good of the people. 1 
want to say directly to the soldiers reading this: if you want to 
get out, please contact us. 

I hope the people can develop a professional military to 
challenge the Myanmar army. I would serve in it. Otherwise, I 
guess I will work towards becoming a chef, like I always wanted 
to be. 
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Ye Yint Thwe 


I'm Ye Yint Thwe, thirty years old, single. I actually left the mil- 
itary twice. The first time, they intercepted me and coaxed me 
back in. My second time leaving the army was successful and I 
am now in a liberated area, building houses, looking for a wife, 
comfortably surrounded by people who are united in how they 
live and oppose the military dictatorship. It was cold the other 
night and some people came and donated us all warm clothes. 
This kind of thing makes me very happy. 

Let me tell you my story. How did I get to this point? 

When I was young, I was pretty typical; I really admired sol- 
diers and their greatness, especially when I saw them during 
army parades. I lived in Da Nyin Gone and would play football a 
lot. The barracks there had a good sports field, so sometimes I 
would play with the soldiers. They taught me how to carry a gun 
in between matches. Then back at home, when I would muck 
around with my sisters, I always pretended to be a soldier. 

My only goal was to grow up and become a glorious soldier. 
I failed tenth grade twice. I joined the military finally when I was 
17, so I was inside for thirteen years. The conditions were diffi- 
cult. In the outside world, you earn money equal to the amount 
of work that you put in, but in the military, you only get 150,000 
Myanmar Kyat, no matter how hard you work, with an annual 
increase of only 10,000 Myanmar Kyat. If there is a training 
workshop you need to attend, you must do so at your own ex- 
pense. Your salary is deducted by at least 20,000 Myanmar Kyat 
each month to pay for mandatory “health insurance”. Then 
when you want to withdraw your own money, you can't. 

Most of my career was in Light Infantry Division 11. I had 
some good times with my friends from other battalions, going to 
the pagoda, etc. when we could. (We didn't really get any holi- 
days. Even at Thingyan, it is hard for soldiers to leave the bar- 
racks.) While there were challenges, I always thought the mili- 
tary was right in everything that they did. 
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This changed only when I joined the campaign in Laukkaing 
Township. While fighting there, we were told that we would get 
benefits for achieving certain goals. If you killed an enemy, and 
claimed one corpse, you were supposed to be rewarded. If you 
confiscated an enemy weapon, you were supposed to be re- 
warded. But nothing was ever given to us infantry soldiers who 
risked our lives. The senior officers were always full of excuses. 

Inside the military we have sixty ethical rules for dealing 
with civilians. None of these were being followed in my division 
in Laukkaing. I realized that the soldier I was being, and the sol- 
dier I wanted to be, were completely different. What had I done? 
I had to stand on the side of the truth. 

But even after this realization, I could not leave the military 
so easily before the coup. Instead, I changed battalions. I told the 
new battalion that I was incapable, so they did not give me any 
responsibilities and I could live in the army more simply. But I 
still had to go to the frontlines. 

Then some time after the coup, in August 2021, I was given 
three days off from fighting at the front. I had been involved in 
active combat for over a year, so I should have deserved some 
formal leave. I requested it but was denied. So I went away with- 
out leave. When I got back to my family home to get some 
money, the army was waiting for me. They arrested me and took 
me back to my battalion. They tried to talk to me and persuade 
me not to leave again. But I was done with them. I played along 
for a month—then I left in the dead of night, while bunking in 
South Dagon. 

I had no money; nothing. I walked from South Dagon to In- 
sein township. It took all night and I had to keep hiding on the 
road whenever I saw lights or people. After a while, I called my 
mother on my phone, and she sent me some money and asked 
me to come home. When I finally got back to my family home, 
she gave me some more money, and told me I had to live some- 
where else. I got in contact with an organization in one of the 
liberated areas and left for my freedom. 

The army came to my family home and harassed my family, 
but my mother was clever. She told the soldiers that she had 
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disowned me completely for joining the Civil Disobedience 
Movement (CDM). 


“He never even told me when he joined the army! And now 
he hasn't told me that he has left the army! I am disowning my 
son and disinheriting him. He will never get anything from me 
when 1 die,” she said. 

Because I had never given the army any hints that I would 
join the CDM and my family is not political, they seemed to be- 
lieve her, and have not caused problems for us since then. 

Now I am on the outside and I look back at the army, I can 
see how the words of the army generals are manipulative and 
stoke violence. Soldiers live in a world completely different to 
the reality outside. They only see the moon through a bamboo 
stick (an idiom meaning their worlds/perspectives are limited). 
There's a general lack of knowledge. 

Sometimes we had our phone and social media use limited, 
but to be honest, even when they had the opportunity many sol- 
diers didn't dare to use social media, out of fear. The military 
officers told us that people on social media are trying to break 
up our families and cause conflict within the army. Soldiers just 
listen and don't know any better. 

Most soldiers are like this, just like I was: they think the of- 
ficers are educated and knowledgeable. They follow them 
blindly, and this makes up for the fact that when you join the 
army, you lose your overall mental freedom. There's no auton- 
omy. There is only mental and physical exhaustion. And at the 
end of it, there is nothing to look forward to. Even the pensions 
are being thinned out. The people hate the soldiers now and will 
beat you up if you go home and are identified. 

At least eighty percent of infantry soldiers do not want to 
be there anymore, in reality. They are sick of it. If they're read- 
ing this, I want to say one simple thing. 

Think about whether the salary you get is worth the work 
that you do. 
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I am twenty-nine years old. I chose to participate in the Civil Dis- 
obedience Movement (CDM) even though doing so led to the de- 
struction of my wedding engagement. My girlfriend and I were 
serious about each other and had a plan to marry, but when I 
told her I wanted to leave the army and do CDM after the 2021 
military coup, she begged me not to. She didn't want me to go 
far away, no matter about politics. I left anyway. I want the chil- 
dren 1 sire in the future to be proud that their father was a sol- 
dier who stood up for the truth. A month after I left the army, 
my fiancé and I broke up. 

My family is also upset that I joined CDM. My parents are 
the ones who pushed me into the army. They forced me to take 
the Defense Services Academy entrance exam when I was only 
in tenth grade. They paid off the examiners so that I passed. But 
I lied to my family and said I still failed. They were unhappy with 
me, but we came to an understanding. I said I would join the 
army after I finished my full education, and they should let me 
stay in school and go to university first. And that’s exactly what 
happened. I graduated with a degree in mathematics and imme- 
diately joined the army on November 14, 2012. 

From 2013-2015 I worked with aircraft. I spent quite a bit of 
time in Laukkaing Township. While I was there, I experienced 
being shelled by artillery. It was devastating there. Laukkaing 
Town was like a ruined city. I did not enjoy my work and felt like 
I was only participating in evil. I decided to change my path so I 
would not be working in a section of the army that actively killed 
people. 

I took a two-year training course in Ba Htoo and became a 
computer clerk in an army office in Myitkyina Township. This 
was a better job. I took home about 220,000 Myanmar Kyat per 
month. I managed logistics and kept lists of food, fuel, utilities, 
as well as compiling agricultural statistics. I went outside some- 
times to photograph army tree-planting ceremonies and stuff 
like that, sending the documentary evidence to my army 
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superiors. I was doing this, at the rank of second-class sergeant, 
when the coup happened. 

As soon as my colleagues and I learned of the coup, we gos- 
siped. There are some like-minded people in my division. We 
agreed the country would become worse off, even possible worse 
than before 1988. I had a bad feeling. I saw the video of the first 
protester to die on the streets, Mya Thwe Thwe Khine, who was 
shot in the head by a policeman with an Uzi. I registered for CDM 
immediately in March, though I was still employed by the army. 
I had to be strategic as I was in Myitkyina but had to get down to 
Kayin State. 1 could be caught and in trouble. Luckily in April 1 
had an army flight planned to take me to Pyin Oo Lwin via Meik- 
tila. I simply got off the plane in Meiktila and left the airport. I 
was free. 

While planning my escape I had made a lot of fake docu- 
ments, travel documents etc. I worked in an office so this was no 
problem. I could sit tight in Meiktila because of these docu- 
ments. I had to wait for two weeks before I could get contact with 
an organization to agree to help me and take me in. I got the 
contact through another clerk 1 knew who left the military be- 
fore me. I cut fake tickets that said I was going to Mandalay and 
Pyin Oo Lwin towns, but I actually traveled overland to Maw- 
lamyine Town. My documents and excuses worked at the check- 
points. 

I also had help from a friendly guesthouse in Mawlamyine. I 
saw that the owners kept a photo of Daw Aung San Suu Kyi on 
their wall behind the counter. I have admired Daw Suu ever 
since I was a student. I told the guesthouse owners the truth 
about my mission. They kept me safe in their house when the 
administrators came to the guesthouse to check the guests. They 
helped me sneak out of the town and get to Kayin State. I was 
careful and didn't even use my phone until I made it there. 

When I finally made contact with my family again, they 
were so happy, but very concerned. My sister still calls me on 
the phone and cries every time the military carries out atroci- 
ties. She is a teacher and would like to perform civil disobedi- 
ence, but someone must look after our parents and the whole 
family. She said that because I am a soldier, it is more effective 
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for me to join the CDM than her, and she should keep working 
to support them. She has always been so kind to me. I’m worried 
my family will be targeted and harmed by the military. I left a 
note for the army when I left. I threatened that if they touched 
my family, I would do the same to their own family members 
who live outside the barracks. But this was an empty threat. 

Now I have had more time to reflect away from the army, I 
see that at the top, the military is simply power crazy. The civil- 
ian government of the National League for Democracy was doing 
well. I voted for real civilian parties in the elections. Under ci- 
vilian administration, Myanmar's transportation system had 
started to improve, living standards were getting better and jobs 
were more available and with better conditions. People like me 
initially joined the army back before civilian politics because our 
country had not yet benefited from these improvements. There 
were few opportunities in those days. 

The people I worked with in the military until recently do 
know right from wrong. In the air force in particular, life is com- 
fortable and they earn a lot of money. They can't give up their 
incomes. From Min Aung Hlaing down to the lowest ranks, there 
is a mentality stopping soldiers from joining the people. They 
are crazy about power. Some even told me directly that the coup 
was good because the military would now prosper. They would 
gain more income and power and status once again; the coup 
would be good for their lives and careers. 

In order to enact the coup, the army has treated the people 
as the enemy and shot them in the head. There are laws in this 
country but soldiers act as if there is no law. They spread disin- 
formation in order to separate the soldiers from the people. For 
example, generals told their subordinates to tell all personnel 
that the water being offered to dehydrated soldiers at protests 
was poisoned. This manufactured distrust makes it hard for sol- 
diers to leave the army. 

The military has too much control over its soldiers. I still try 
to argue with some of my former air force colleagues about pol- 
itics. They worry about their families; it is hard work to convince 
them to flee. They only understand fear, so 1 tell them the 
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window for joining the CDM is closing. After my experiences, I 
have come to believe it would be better to destroy the military 
completely, permanently, rather than try to reform it. When the 
resistance movement finally attacks the military on the ground, 
I want to have done good psychological warfare beforehand, and 
capitalized on soldiers’ low morale and their fear. 

If we fight them in the open without first destroying their 
spirit, we will only fail. 
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